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Abstract
The purpose of the research was to identify and rate the factors that influence the development of a
competitive advantage for graduate healthcare distance education programs as perceived by higher
education institution administrators. For the purpose of this study, competitive advantage was defined as
a benefit held by a higher education institution or program when it develops or acquires a value-creating
quality that is not currently implemented by its competitors and is difficult to imitate. It promotes the
development of a dominant position in a market. The research was performed using a quantitative,
descriptive, and cross-sectional approach. An electronic survey was completed by 98 academic
administrators (29.3% response rate) who oversee graduate healthcare distance education programs. The
results demonstrated that 33 of the 38 suggested factors met the threshold to be considered as
influential. Fourteen factors were perceived as “very influential” and 19 were perceived as “somewhat
influential”. The strength of the program curriculum, the strength of the learning environment, and the
strength of the course delivery methods rated the highest. Overall, the factors contained within the
category of internal resources and capabilities were perceived as more influential when compared to the
factors within the category of external industry structure and context. The results of this study provide a
roadmap for academic programs to better implement their strategies and achieve their mission and
goals. It encourages academic administrators to develop specific measures and establish benchmarks
for the majority of the factors that influence the development of a competitive advantage.
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Abstract
The purpose of the research was to identify and rate the factors that influence the
development of a competitive advantage for graduate healthcare distance education
programs as perceived by higher education institution administrators. For the purpose of
this study, competitive advantage was defined as a benefit held by a higher education
institution or program when it develops or acquires a value-creating quality that is not
currently implemented by its competitors and is difficult to imitate. It promotes the
development of a dominant position in a market.
The research was performed using a quantitative, descriptive, and cross-sectional
approach. An electronic survey was completed by 98 academic administrators (29.3%
response rate) who oversee graduate healthcare distance education programs. The results
demonstrated that 33 of the 38 suggested factors met the threshold to be considered as
influential. Fourteen factors were perceived as “very influential” and 19 were perceived
as “somewhat influential”. The strength of the program curriculum, the strength of the
learning environment, and the strength of the course delivery methods rated the highest.
Overall, the factors contained within the category of internal resources and capabilities
were perceived as more influential when compared to the factors within the category of
external industry structure and context.
The results of this study provide a roadmap for academic programs to better
implement their strategies and achieve their mission and goals. It encourages academic
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administrators to develop specific measures and establish benchmarks for the majority of
the factors that influence the development of a competitive advantage.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
The higher education environment has witnessed significant changes since the
turn of the millennium. The development of the Internet and the rise in popularity and
acceptance of distance education has been associated with higher demands for
accountability. At the same time, the globalization of education has led to an increasingly
competitive market among higher education institutions. As the competition for students
intensifies, colleges and universities attempt to increase the value of their distance
education program offerings by developing competitive strategies. Today, academic
institutions are aware of the need to measure themselves against the competition in order
to remain at the forefront. To that end, academic leaders need to understand the factors
that can improve their competitive position.
The Growth Period of Higher Education
Education has recently experienced an important growth period in the United
States (National Center for Education Statistics, 2012b). In the fall of 2010, the number
of students enrolled in postsecondary degree granting institutions was 21.0 million. This
number was up from 15.3 million in the fall of 2000, representing a 37% increase in
enrollment in 10 years (Snyder & Dillow, 2012). The data reported in Table 1.1 compares
the highest educational attainment for the U.S. population 25 years or older between 2000
and 2012. It also compares the 2012 median weekly earnings and the 2012
unemployment rate based on the highest degree attained (U.S. Census Bureau, 2000,
2012). There was a 33.6% increase in the percentage of the population who had attained a
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college or university degree between 2000 and 2012. During the same period, the
increase in the percentage of the population with a graduate or a professional degree was
24.7% (U.S. Census Bureau, 2000, 2012).
Among the reasons why people seek higher education degrees, two are typically
considered more important: higher potential of employment opportunities and earned
income. Based on data from the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2012), the median
weekly earnings of individuals based on the highest level of education attainment
increase by 63% for a bachelor’s degree, double for a master’s degree, and are
approximately 2.5 times higher for a doctoral or professional degree when compared with
a high school diploma. In 2012, the unemployment rate based on the highest education
level attainment was almost half for individuals with a bachelor’s degree, 42% for
master’s degree, 30% for a doctoral degree, and 25% for a professional degree (U.S.
Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2012). These numbers reflect the growth in potential income
and the decrease in the unemployment rate associated with higher education level
attainment. Therefore, it was not surprising to witness a growth in enrollment in
postsecondary degree granting institutions between 2000 and 2010 (Snyder & Dillow,
2012).
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Table 1.1
Comparison of Percentages of the Population, Median Weekly Earnings, and
Unemployment Rate for U.S. Population 25 Years and Older Based on Highest Education
Attainment
Highest Educational
Attainment for U.S.
population 25 years
and older – all
genders

Percentage of
the U.S.
population –
2000

Percentage of
the U.S.
population –
2012

Median
Weekly
Earnings in
U.S. dollars
–2012

Unemployment
Rate – 2012

Doctorate Degree

1.0

1.6

1,624

2.5

Professional Degree
Master’s Degree
Bachelor’s Degree
Associate’s Degree
Some College
Courses Without
Degree
High School
Diploma

2.0
5.9
15.5
6.3

1.5
8.0
19.8
9.6

1,735
1,300
1,066
785

2.1
3.5
4.5
6.2

21.1

16.7

727

7.7

28.6

30.4

652

8.3

Note. Adapted from U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2012; U.S. Census Bureau, 2000,
2012.
The increase in enrollment at the postsecondary level over the last decade has
been associated with an increase in education expenditures. In the United States, the
postsecondary education expenditures has risen from 260 billion dollars in 2000 (2.6% of
growth domestic product) to 460 billion dollars in 2010 (3.2% of growth domestic
product), representing a 77% increase (Snyder & Dillow, 2012). These numbers parallel
the increase in demand for higher education services in the United States over the last
decade.
However, recent data from the National Center for Education Statistics (2012b)
demonstrate that the growth in student enrollment in colleges and universities has
recently subsided for the first time in 15 years. A decrease in enrollment of 0.2%
3

(between Fall 2011 and 2012) and 1.8% (between Fall 2011 and 2012) was observed by
the (National Student Clearinghouse Research Center, 2012). The recent decline in
student enrollment is not surprising given the drop in unemployment rate across the U.S.
during this period (United States Department of Labor, 2013). As an increasing
percentage of the U.S. adult population finds employment, it is expected that the number
of adults enrolling in higher education programs would decrease.
The Development of Distance Education
The growth in student enrollment and expenditures in higher education has been
associated with a transformation in course delivery methods. The utilization of distance
education by students enrolled in colleges and universities has progressively increased
throughout the last decade (Essary, 2011; Hirning, 2009). Distance education refers to an
educational situation where instructors are separated from their students by time,
location, or both (Lei & Gupta, 2010; McFarlane, 2011). The term distance education
encompasses all course delivery methods outside the traditional classroom environment.
Distance education has a long history. Prior to the development of the Internet,
distance education occurred through technological means such as mail correspondence,
telecourses or satellite delivery (Shelton, 2010). Initially, distance education was created
for students who could not attend ordinary school or university due to social, medical,
financial, or geographic reasons (Lei & Gupta, 2010). It was Sir Issac Pitman, the English
inventor of shorthand, who was credited in 1840 with the first correspondence program
(Schulte, 2011). The Pitman Shorthand training program was offered by correspondence
and delivered by mail services in the United Kingdom, Germany, Japan, and the United
States (Casey, 2008; Schulte, 2011). In 1873, Anna Ticknor started the Society to
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Encourage Studies at Home (Casey, 2008). The program was based in Boston and offered
correspondence courses for women across class boundaries at a time when educational
opportunities were limited. In 1892, the University of Chicago offered the first
academically recognized college-level distance education program using the postal
services to deliver assignments and lessons (Casey, 2008).
While many other correspondence programs and schools were established during
the following century, it wasn’t until 1921 that the first educational radio licenses were
granted by the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) to the University of Salt
Lake City, the University of Wisconsin, and the University of Minnesota (Casey, 2008).
The first use of television as an educational tool began in 1934 by the University of Iowa
(Casey, 2008). In 1970, the first fully televised course was created and licensed by
Coastline Community College from Orange County, CA (Casey, 2008). Satellite
transmission broadcasts of educational courses and programs were popularized during the
1980s with the National Technological University (NTU) and the National University
Teleconference Network (NUTC), offering uplinks from different universities and
programs (Casey, 2008; Moore, 2003). Unlike the correspondence courses that were
directed at single individuals, the teleconferences using satellite broadcasting and phone
audio communications were considered the first “group” courses in distance education
(i.e., designed for a group of students to participate at the same time).
The distance education market became even more accessible with the rise in
popularity of personal computers. The development of the Internet in 1991 increased the
possibilities to transmit educational information worldwide with minimal requirements
for equipment (Casey, 2008). The technology was widely and rapidly adopted by colleges
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and universities. By the end of the 1990s, 83% of public universities offered distance
education courses through the Internet (Moore, 2003). Since then, the emergence and
global adoption of this technology has rapidly changed the delivery methods of distance
education to an Internet-based (online) environment.
The growth and evolution of distance education has been accompanied by the
development of new terminology. This new terminology has been popularized by the
growing utilization of Internet technologies to support distance course delivery in higher
education (Lei & Gupta, 2010; Shelton, 2010). Today, because distance education is now
primarily delivered through online course delivery systems, the following terms are
considered synonymous: distance education, distance learning, e-learning, online
education, online learning, online collaborative learning, virtual learning, web-based
education, web-based learning, and technology-mediated learning (Ali & Ahmad, 2011;
Kaifi, Mujtaba, & Williams, 2009).
The Growth Period of Distance Education
Distance education observed a rise in popularity around the turn of the
millennium. The enrollment of students in distance education courses exploded in the last
decade, growing at a rate between 10-21% per year (Allen & Seaman, 2010, 2011). This
growth rate far exceeded the 2% growth in the traditional classroom-based higher
education student population (Allen & Seaman, 2010). According to an online education
survey of leading universities sponsored by the Sloan Consortium, “as nearly as one-third
(30%) of higher education students take at least one online course” (Allen & Seaman,
2010, p. 2). The increase in enrollment of students in higher education observed
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throughout the last decade was facilitated by the increase in popularity and demand for
distance education courses and programs.
The surge in distance education enrollment has been observed at the
undergraduate and graduate levels in both traditional and non-traditional students (Snyder
& Dillow, 2012). Traditional college students are considered to be between 18 and 24
years of age with little family or financial obligations (Snyder & Dillow, 2012). Horn and
Carroll (1996) defined non-traditional students as possessing one or more of the
following characteristics: delayed enrollment into postsecondary education, attended part
time, financially independent, worked full time while enrolled, had dependents other than
a spouse, was a single parent, or did not obtain a standard high school diploma. Nontraditional students comprise a larger percentage of the students enrolled in distance
education programs when compared with on-ground (i.e., in traditional classroom)
programs (Aud et al., 2011). This is an important factor to consider in the marketing and
recruitment of students for online programs (Rovai & Downey, 2010).
The increased popularity of distance education courses and programs has been
attributed to multiple factors. In their investigation, Dykman & Davis (2008a) considered
several causes that influenced the shift towards distance education. First, there have been
significant improvements in the accessibility of information technologies. Access to the
Internet and computers is now ubiquitous in the United States. Faster networks (i.e.,
connection allowing two electronic devices to exchange information) and computers have
allowed for the development and transmission of interactive education experiences. The
use of multimedia (i.e., combination of text, images, audio, videos, and animations)
allows for interactive teaching applications that provide a more natural teaching and
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learning environment compared to technologies of the past (Dykman & Davis, 2008a).
Colleges and Universities offering distance education courses and programs frequently
utilize learning management systems (LMS) (also known as course management systems)
to organize and deliver the course content. A LMS is software used by institutions to
organize the education experience of students. This includes managing the course
delivery, authoring and editing content, tracking participation and student progress, and
providing a platform for collaborative learning (Mahnegar, 2012).
Distance education provides a flexible learning environment accessible to a
greater portion of the population. Without the constraints of time and space, students are
able to fit their learning through their busy work or family obligations (Lei & Gupta,
2010). Students are no longer limited by the program offerings of local institutions in the
choice of their education programs. As a result, colleges are able to reach a greater
student audience without the geographic limitations inherent to classroom courses and
programs. The increase in flexibility in learning schedule and learning environment has
influenced the rise in popularity of distance education (Dykman & Davis, 2008a).
The growth of distance education has also been supported by a change in teaching
and learning paradigms (Dykman & Davis, 2008a). Educational research is increasingly
supporting the benefits of the teacher’s role as a facilitator in student learning through a
process of collaborative discovery (Dykman & Davis, 2008b). Faculty teaching in
distance education courses utilize interactive learning activities, facilitated discussions,
reading assignments, and group work, among other pedagogical methods, to present the
course content (Al-Salman, 2011). Moreover, learning outcomes of students enrolled in
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online course are generally considered to be similar to classroom instruction (Bowen,
Chingos, Lack, & Nygren, 2012).
Financial considerations and heightened competition for students among higher
education institutions also influenced the adoption of distance education by colleges and
universities (Dykman & Davis, 2008a). The absence of geographical boundaries provided
by Internet and computer technologies led to a globalization of the marketplace for
students in higher education. This phenomenon further increased the competition
between institutions offering similar distance education programs. As the demand for
increased flexibility and convenience of distance education programs grew among
students, many institutions seized the opportunity to increase their market share by
developing new programs or converting traditional programs to a distance education
environment. This movement was observed across different disciplines (e.g., business,
education, healthcare, and engineering) and higher education level (i.e., undergraduate
and graduate).
Colleges and universities have traditionally competed for students at the local and
national level. The growth in the number of distance education programs offered
nationwide has increased the opportunities for traditional and non-traditional students to
enroll in schools in different geographical locations. Given the increase in competition,
institutions have been forced to expand their global reach, even marketing to international
students (Dykman & Davis, 2008a; Rovai & Downey, 2010). With the development of
the popularity of distance education, the competition among higher education institutions
has shifted from a local scene to a global national and international environment.
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The economic potential of higher education programs has led to the emergence of
for-profit (i.e., operated by private, profit-seeking businesses) higher education
institutions in the marketplace, amplifying the competition (Essary, 2011; Rovai &
Downey, 2010). Many of the for-profit institutions have adopted a business model to
manage pricing, resources and to focus on the expectations of students to gain a
competitive advantage over rival institutions (Rovai & Downey, 2010). These measures
allowed for-profit institutions to rapidly increase their student base. According to a report
on for-profit institutions of higher education performed by the United States Senate
Health, Education, Labor and Pensions Committee (2012), the enrollment in for-profit
colleges and universities reached 2.5 million students in the fall of 2010, compared to
765,000 students enrolled in the fall of 2001. This was accomplished by considerable
investments from shareholders in the marketing, advertising and maintaining competitive
tuition reduction measures (United States Senate Health, Education, Labor and Pensions
Committee, 2012).
Graduate Healthcare Distance Education Programs
The growth in the number of distance education programs has also been observed
in the healthcare professions. The technological advances, the added convenience, and
the flexibility of distance education programs has increased the opportunities for
healthcare professionals to gain access to graduate-level healthcare programs (Dykman &
Davis, 2008a; Wells & Dellinger, 2011). Today, clinical advanced degrees are
increasingly offered in distance education settings. According to Allen and Seaman
(2011), health professions and related sciences are seeing a continued enrollment growth
in distance education programs. For the purpose of this study, healthcare programs
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consist of an educational experience that trains future healthcare clinicians. A clinician is
a physician or other qualified person who is involved in the treatment and observation of
living patients, as distinguished from one engaged in research (Random House
Kernerman Webster's College Dictionary, 2010).
Some professions, such as nursing and pharmacy, have been able to develop
clinical experiences offered in distance education settings that meet the goals and
outcomes of the programs (Coe Regan & Youn, 2008; Dutile, Wright, & Beauchesne,
2010; Grady, 2011). This is not the case for all healthcare professions. Professions such
as medicine, dentistry, veterinary medicine, optometry, acupuncture, chiropractic,
naturopathic medicine, and podiatric medicine are not currently offered through distance
education. This is primarily due to the specific nature of the clinical skills acquired
through the education or the limitations on the educational delivery methods set by the
professional accreditation requirements.
The increasing number of graduate healthcare programs offered in the U.S.
through a distance education delivery method provides more selection options for
students. While the competition between programs traditionally existed at the local level,
the recent growth of the distance education program offerings have increased the global
reach of competing institutions for students. As such, it will be increasingly important for
academic program administrators to understand the factors that contribute to the
development of a competitive advantage (i.e., benefit held by an institution or program
that has developed a value-creating quality that is not currently implemented by its
competitors and is difficult to imitate) for their programs. The following sections further
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explain the factors that lead to a competitive advantage and the practical implications for
academic administrators.
Overview of Competitive Advantage
Competition in higher education institutions has intensified in the last decades.
The emergence of for-profit institutions, many of them competing in the distance
education market, has changed the higher education landscape traditionally headed by
non-for-profit institutions. As the competition for customers (students) intensifies,
colleges and universities attempt to increase the value of their distance program offerings
by using strategic management practices to develop a competitive advantage in the
marketplace (Rovai & Downey, 2010). Strategic management refers to the initiatives
taken by managers to utilize the resources of an organization to enhance its performance
within its external environment (Nag, Hambrick, & Chen, 2007). It represents an
academic specialty blending various heterogeneous fields such as economics, sociology,
marketing, and management (Nag et al., 2007). The study of competitive advantage has
recently emerged from this interdisciplinary field to analyze the behaviors of companies
in relation to their performance. A more complete description of the principles of
strategic management is provided in the theoretical rationale section of this chapter.
The term competitive advantage was first broadly defined by Ansoff (1965) as
“the properties of individual product/markets which will give the firm a strong
competitive position” (p.79). Later, Hofer and Schendel (1978) described competitive
advantage in the manner in which a firm applies its skills and resources to an individual
product or market. Porter’s (1985) classic publication: Competitive Advantage: Creating
and Sustaining Superior Performance propelled the concept of competitive advantage
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into popular business terminology (Mooney, 2007). While Porter did not define the
terms, he explained that a competitive advantage refers to organizational factors that
enable a firm to outperform its competitors (Porter, 1985).
Today, competitive advantage is viewed as a benefit held by a company when it
develops or acquires a value-creating quality that is not currently implemented by its
competitors and is difficult to imitate (Mooney, 2007; Singh, 2012). It promotes the
development of a dominant position in a market allowing a company to achieve a better
performance (Singh, 2012). The development of a competitive advantage can occur using
different strategies to increase the perceived value of its product by customers (Porter,
1985). These strategies are explained in the theoretical framework section of this chapter.
Despite having different goals, for-profit and non-for-profit higher education
institutions operate within the same market. These institutions compete for resources,
customers (students), revenue sources from donors, alumni, grants, in an effort to
generate profits or surplus benefiting endowments (for non-for-profit institutions)
(Aleong & Aleong, 2011). Consequently, both types of institutions are constantly
attempting to add value to the services that they offer to increase their competitive
advantage.
Problem Statement
The recent growth of distance education has transformed the higher education
landscape. Today, higher education institutions are expected to successfully perform in
an increasingly competitive global market. As higher education administrators attempt to
develop successful distance education programs while addressing expanded competition,
they need to understand the factors that provide a competitive advantage to their
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programs (Essary, 2011). Unfortunately, there is limited empirical information available
to help guide administrators in the planning and development of successful distance
education programs (Meyer, Bruwelheide, & Poulin, 2009; Shelton, 2010).
The process of identifying and rating competitive factors is critical to the field of
strategic management (Lau, 2002). It provides a way to prioritize criteria by which
performance could eventually be evaluated (Lau, 2002). By understanding the practices
of their competitors, academic administrators can adjust their educational programs based
on market requirements and can enhance the quality of their products and services in
order to obtain a competitive advantage (Hanganu & Balan, 2011). In an increasing
competitive market, colleges and universities are aware of the need to remain at the
forefront. To that end, they need to measure themselves against the competition (Bell &
Farrier, 2008). The ability to develop and apply metrics which accurately identify the
factors affecting distance education could assist institutions in differentiating their
products and enhance their competitive advantage (Udo, Bagchi, & Kirs, 2011).
A limited number of studies explored the factors that influence the development
of a competitive advantage in distance education programs. Meyer et al. (2009) utilized
the expertise of directors of distance education programs to identify possible areas that
lead to a competitive advantage in the marketplace. Their research uncovered a series of
principles that should be utilized by administrators to promote the long term success of
distance education programs. They argued that a detailed understanding of the market
forces was essential in the creation of a competitive advantage for the program. The
market forces described by Meyer et al. (2009) included the job market for graduates, the
interest and demand of potential students, employers, and accreditors, the target
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population of students, and the certification and licensure requirements for graduates.
Meyer et al. (2009) discussed the importance of researching the competition from other
institutions, including the number of competing programs, their focus, strategies, tuition,
enrollment, distinctiveness of their curriculum, and admission requirements. Knowledge
of the market forces will help determine the level of saturation of the market and estimate
the expected enrollment for the academic program.
In addition, Meyer et al. (2009) recommended for administrators to know their
operating costs, tuition strategies, and observe good financial management to generate a
surplus. Understanding the tuition of competitors can help determine if the competitive
advantage of a program will be based on price, focus strategy (target market), or
differentiation (employer preference). Meyer et al. (2009) also emphasized the need to
develop and implement marketing practices that will communicate the advantages of the
program to potential students. This includes the development of a website identity
containing pertinent information about the program. The importance of identifying and
developing good faculty members is also deemed critical to the success of distance
education programs (Meyer et al., 2009). Good faculty can help improve retention and
student performance, increasing graduation rates. Moreover, the quality and
competitiveness of the program curriculum and courses is considered essential in
attracting new students. Continuous improvement of the curriculum using assessment
tools, updated and effective pedagogical methods and online resources will demonstrate
an institutional commitment towards student learning and success. The authors
considered these elements as essential aspects of the creation of a competitive advantage
strategy for distance education programs. Finally, Meyer et al. (2009) recommended a
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regular evaluation of the market for new competitors and new researching new
innovations that contribute to the competitive advantage of the program. The authors
concluded that the success of distance education programs is dependent on thoughtful
planning based on the evaluation of the various factors that impact the outcomes of the
programs (Meyer et al., 2009).
Osika (2006) identified 46 crucial factors, grouped in seven categories to guide
academic administrators as they build support for distance education programs. The
author argued that the support of the academic program in these seven categories
provides a framework for quality and success. The seven categories were: faculty
support, student support, content support, course management systems support, technical
support, programmatic support, and community support. Osika (2006) concluded that the
framework of support systems presented in her study can be used by academic
administrators for the strategic planning of distance education programs and the
evaluation of strengths and weaknesses of the institution. It is unknown if these factors
would also be considered by academic administrators to represent elements contributing
to the development of a competitive advantage.
The factors that contribute to the development of a competitive advantage have
also been studied by Huang and Lee (2012) among higher technical and vocational
education institutions in Taiwan. The authors developed a sector-specific model of
competitive advantage based on the following factors: level of competition, threat of
substitutes, power of indirect players, power of direct players, barriers facing entrants,
human resources, marketing capabilities, curriculum, financial resources, and research
and development capabilities. They found that the level of competition and human
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resources factors were considered more important contributors to the level of institutional
performance. The threats of substitutes and the research and development capabilities
were considered less important contributors for the development of a competitive
advantage. At this point, it is unknown if these factors would also be applicable to the
graduate healthcare distance education environment.
In another study on the competitive advantage of distance education programs,
Meyer and Wilson (2010) evaluated various factors of information available on multiple
institution websites that may influence the decision-making process of students looking
to enroll in distance education programs. The article outlined a method for academic
planners to use when investigating their own website and comparing it to their
competition to assess their competitive advantage. The authors identified nine elements
that can be used to assess a competitor’s commitment to offering and improving distance
education programs. The nine elements were: the enrollment numbers (indicator of
market forces), the number of distance education programs at the institution, the faculty
members who teach and their level of experience, the library support services for distance
education students, the inclusion of language related to distance education within the
mission statement of the institution, the information on assessments and quality measures
of distance education programs, the tuition price and additional fees, the presence of
special services for distance education students, and the presence of online services for
application and registration. The authors found a wide variation of information available
on institution websites. Many institutions had ill-defined information pertaining to their
academic programs and services. The results of their study provided evidence that many
institutions were not considering these factors in their assessment and development of
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competitive advantage for their distance education programs. The authors acknowledged
that this field contains limited research and is clearly open for other researchers to
explore. They also recommended for future research to focus on whether and to what
extent competitive advantage in the distance education marketplace actually results from
providing the information or services they have investigated. They finally questioned if
competitive advantage is the result of something that they have not yet identified (Meyer
& Wilson, 2010).
A study by Lynch and Baines (2004) examined the nature of competitive
resources owned by universities that provide a competitive advantage over their
competitors. The authors suggested that academic institutions should evaluate their
current position in the higher education marketplace using internal resources of an
organization because it provides a basis for the delivery of growth objectives. Their study
uncovered five general categories of resources that universities must develop to be
competitive in the marketplace: knowledge-based advantages (intellectual property
arising from research, copyrighted material), core competencies (production skills and
technologies that provide benefits to customers, including teaching, learning, and
assessment strategies), innovative capability (ability to undertake new initiatives beyond
the current strategy), architecture (network of relationships, contracts, partners and
alliances), and institutional reputation (favorable reputation enables the communication
of favorable information to its stakeholders, reinforcing the relationships with employers,
donors and partners). The authors recommended for future studies to evaluate how the
competitive resources of institutions are developed and enhanced over time. They also
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recommended to evaluate how competitive resources relate to the university’s mission
and objectives (Lynch & Baines, 2004).
Levy (2003) asserted that there is little research that tests hypotheses about the
elements that affect the success of distance education programs. This is especially true at
the graduate level. So far, much of the literature on distance education has addressed the
concerns and context of undergraduate programs at colleges and universities (Heineman,
2011). There is a perceived paucity in empirical studies evaluating the factors affecting
the success of graduate distance education programs. This is especially prominent for
graduate healthcare distance education programs where virtually no peer-reviewed data is
available in this field.
Various models have been proposed to guide the strategic development of quality
online programs (Shelton, 2010; Varner, 2011). These models suggest a list of factors
that influence the success, quality or competitive advantage of online programs. Shelton
(2010) reported on a series of key measures of quality in distance education identified by
expert panelists and experienced administrators. The key quality indicators were:
institutional support, course development, teaching and learning, course structure, student
support, faculty support, and evaluation and assessment. Nonetheless, there is a perceived
lack of experimental evidence to determine relative importance of these factors in the
creation of a competitive advantage. Understanding the relative importance of each factor
in the creation of a competitive advantage for distance education programs would help
guide academic administrators in the strategic management of these programs.
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Theoretical Rationale
Colleges and universities offering academic programs are constantly facing
competition for enrollment. This phenomenon is more pronounced in distance education
programs because of the global nature of the marketplace for students. As such, these
organizations have to develop management strategies and practices to identify and
maintain their competitive advantage over rival institutions (Hutaibat, 2011). This section
presents two distinct and complementary frameworks related to the development of
competitive advantage.
The study of competitive advantage has emerged from the field of strategic
management, an academic specialty that has evolved considerably in the last four decades
(Ghobadian & O’Regan, 2008). Strategic management refers to the initiatives taken by
managers to utilize an organization’s resources to enhance its performance within its
external environment (Nag et al., 2007). Two main concepts become apparent from this
definition; the utilization of internal resources and the performance of organizations in
their external environment. In essence, these two concepts form the basis of the two main
leading theories related to the development of competitive advantage: the resource-based
view (Barney & Zajac, 1994; Barney, 1991, 2001) and the industry organization view
(Oster, 1995; Porter, 1979, 1985, 2008). The industry organization view was the first to
be recognized as a tool to devise long term strategies for corporate organizations. The
model is based on an analysis of a firm’s environment and the patterns of competition
(Aleong & Aleong, 2011). Conversely, the resource-based view takes a different
approach to the development of a competitive advantage by concentrating on the internal
resources of an organization. In this model, the aim is to accumulate valuable, rare, and
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hard-to-imitate resources and capabilities to achieve a strategic advantage over
competitors (Aleong & Aleong, 2011).
While the two models are opposite (external industry focus vs. internal resource
focus) and clearly debated in the literature (Barney, 1991; Porter, 2008), their different
focus is also considered complementary (Cater, 2005). In fact, several authors have
suggested the integration of the industry view and the resource-based view in some
capacity to explain a composite framework of competitive advantage (Amit &
Schoemaker, 1993; Barney, 1991; Foss, 1996; Huang & Lee, 2012). For example, Barney
(1991) and Foss (1996) argued that the two theories cover different domains of
application of the SWOT (strength – weakness – opportunity – threat) analysis. The
SWOT method is an evaluation tool that has been used extensively in the corporate
environment since the 1960’s to analyze a firm’s position by implementing strategies that
exploit each aspect of the model (Barney, 1991). The industry organization view
emphasizes the opportunities-threats while the resource-based view emphasizes the
strength-weakness portions of the analysis (Barney, 1991; Foss, 1996). In this respect, the
two approaches are complementary in the development of a competitive advantage.
The framework of competitive advantage integrating the industry organization
and the resource-based views has also been supported by multiple authors (Amit &
Schoemaker, 1993; Spanos & Lioukas, 2001). Spanos and Lioukas (2001) justified the
integration of both theories in the same model because it provides a more balanced
approach, the two approaches are complementary, and the two theories focus on the
position of the firm to develop a competitive advantage. Amit and Schoemaker (1993)
described a model of competitive advantage unifying industry organization factors and
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environment factors (described as “industry”), and resources, capabilities, and strategic
assets (described as “firm”). Amit and Schoemaker (1993) insisted that the firm’s
resources and capabilities should be aligned with the firm’s industry setting in order to
improve the performance of the firm. (Hoskisson, Hitt, Wan, & Yiu, 1999) supported this
view by explaining that there will be an increasing trend in future research in the field of
strategic management to integrate the industry organization and the resource-based views
to achieve a greater balance between the internal and external perspectives of a firm’s
competitive advantage.
The framework (see Figure 1.1) used in this study incorporates the external
industry structure and context (industry organization view and environmental factors) and
the internal resources and capabilities (resource-based view) potentially influencing the
development of a competitive advantage in graduate healthcare distance education
programs. It presents a holistic view of the theories of competitive advantage. The
framework was modified from the integrated model of competitive advantage published
by Huang and Lee (2012), aimed at evaluating the factors that influence the performance
of higher technical and vocational education institutions in Taiwan (see Figure 1.2 for
comparison). The framework adds one group of factors: the environment and industry
context to Huang and Lee’s external industry structure category. This modification was
made to reflect the importance of the industry context and environmental factors in the
development of competitive advantage as supported by multiple authors (Amit &
Schoemaker, 1993; Grundy, 2006; Martinez & Wolverton, 2009; Peng, Sun, Pinkham, &
Chen, 2009; Pringle & Huisman, 2011). It also demonstrates curved borders between the
external and internal categories to better reflect their complementary nature. Finally, a
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modification of the name of the first category to external industry structure and context
was done to better describe the group of factors included in the framework. This research
was the first to utilize the theoretical framework presented in Figure 1.1.
Figure 1.1. Theoretical framework of competitive advantage in graduate healthcare
Competitive Advantage of
Graduate Healthcare Distance
Education Programs

External Industry Structure and
Context
•
•
•
•
•
•

Threat of New Entrants
Power of Suppliers
Power of Buyers
Threat of Substitutes
Rivalry Among Competitors
Environment and Industry Context

(Grundy, 2006; Huang & Lee, 2012;
Martinez & Wolverton, 2009; Porter,
1979, 1985, 2008; Pringle & Huisman,
2011)

Internal Resources and Capabilities
•
•
•
•
•
•

Organizational Resources
Human Resources
Financial Resources
Physical Capital Resources
Marketing Capabilities
Research and Development
Capabilities

(Barney, 1991; Huang & Lee, 2012;
Meyer, Bruwelheide, & Poulin, 2009;
Varner, 2011; Verona, 1999)

distance education programs. Two distinct but interrelated and complementary sections
(external industry structure and context and internal resources and capabilities) influence
the development of a competitive advantage.
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External industry structure





Threat of entrants
Bargaining power of buyers
Bargaining power of
suppliers
Threat of substitutes

Internal resources and
capabilities







Institutional
performance

Organizational resources
Human resources
Financial resources
Physical resources
Marketing capabilities
Research and development
capabilities

Figure 1.2. Integrated model of competitive advantage for higher technical and
vocational education institutions in Taiwan. Adapted from “Strategic Management for
Competitive Advantage: A Case Study of Higher Technical and Vocational Education in
Taiwan,” by H. I. Huang and C. F. Lee, 2012, Journal of Higher Education Policy and
Management, 34, p. 615.
External industry structure and context. The model of competitive advantage
developed by Porter (1985) aimed at developing a generic business strategy that increases
the value that it creates for its buyers and payers, either in terms of low prices or unique
benefits. Within an industry, a firm can seek out a competitive advantage utilizing one of
three generic strategies (Card & Card, 2007). The first is overall cost leadership in which
the organization develops a competitive advantage by reducing the cost of producing its
product or service. The business strategy is aimed at a broad market segment. Firms that
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offer products or services at a lower cost enjoy a competitive advantage in the market if
they maintain this cost advantage overtime. The idea is simple, although it can be
difficult to apply in practice (Card & Card, 2007). Cost leadership involves controlling
operating costs. Porter (1985) developed a “value chain” model to help identify core
competences and explain cost behavior patterns (Hutaibat, 2011). As products are
manufactured, they pass through the various activities in order, gaining value. This model
is considered to be a powerful managerial tool for identifying operational activities that
develop a competitive advantage (Singh, 2012). The model has been translated to the
higher education environment, using cost of tuition, educational activities, research,
marketing and support services (Card & Card, 2007; Hutaibat, 2011).
The second strategy is differentiation. Differentiation advantages occur when a
firm delivers greater products or services for the same price as its competitors (Singh,
2012). An organization can also provide something unique that buyers will value for
which they can charge a premium price (Card & Card, 2007). The key to a differentiation
strategy is to identify those aspects that the customers want or need. This is analogous to
a university that raises its admission standards, raising the value of the service provided
for a more selective pool of customers (students), and charging premium prices for the
education, or obtaining additional third party subsidies (e.g., grants for research, alumni
and corporate donations, etc.). The cost of providing the differentiation must be equal or
lower than the original strategy in order to provide a competitive advantage.
The third strategy is to focus on a segment of the market (Porter, 1985). The
focused approach requires the organization to concentrate on a niche market, aiming to
develop a competitive advantage in an exclusive segment (Singh, 2012). This strategy
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can use a cost leadership or differentiation advantage to meet the consumer’s unusual or
specialized needs. The focus strategy would relate to offering a specialized program for a
small number of students in the higher education environment.
Porter (1979) contended that the competition in an industry is rooted in its
underlying economics. He argued that the competitive forces involved in the
development of a competitive advantage go well beyond the presence or absence of
competitors in an industry. In order to understand the industry’s competitive forces and
potential for profitability, one must analyze the industry’s underlying structure (Porter,
2008).
Porter (1979) was able to combine the micro-economic forces of an industry into
five major influences. This led to the creation of a framework that help predict the longrun rate of return in a particular industry (Grundy, 2006). In his model, Porter (1979,
1985, 2008) described “five forces” that shape strategy. The first force is the threat of
new entrants to an industry. It is evaluated by the barriers to entry. The higher the
barriers, the more challenging it is for a new entrant to gain market shares. The rapid
expansion of distance education throughout the last decade was caused, in part, by the
low barriers to market entry. Many institutions of higher education possessed the
necessary internal resources needed to start offering new distance education programs.
The second force is the threat of substitute products or services. A substitute product or
service performs the same function using different means. For example, the rapid
expansion of Massive Open Online Courses (MOOC), a form of low-cost and selfdirected distance education courses, offerings since 2008 could be considered by some as
a substitute for traditional distance education courses using online technologies. The third
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force is the bargaining power of buyers. It is characterized by the capacity of customers
(students) to force down the price of tuition and obtain better quality programs and
services. The more bargaining power is provided by the higher education industry to its
students, the lower the profitability of the academic programs (Pringle & Huisman,
2011). The fourth force is the bargaining power of suppliers. The suppliers are
considered as individuals or companies that provide materials, information, or knowledge
to allow an organization to produce its products and services (Porter, 2008). For the
distance education industry, suppliers represent the teaching faculty, course developers,
support services, administrators and administrative services, and providers of software
and technology. The power of suppliers to obtain more generous remuneration for their
services or products negatively influences the costs associated with academic program
delivery. A higher cost of service delivery could lead to a lower competitive advantage
within an industry (Porter, 1979, 2008). The fifth force is the rivalry among existing
competitors. Porter (1979, 2008) argued that a higher number of competitors and a higher
level of rivalry in the marketplace negatively influence the profitability of an industry.
The rivalry among higher education institution may take many forms, including tuition
discounting, differentiation of services, curriculum, admission requirements, or
specialization of education programs. As such, Porter (1985) suggested that organizations
should develop a generic competitive strategy of cost leadership, differentiation
leadership or market focus to develop and sustain a competitive advantage in a specific
industry. According to Grundy (2006), these five forces formed the basis for what
became the most influential model taught within business schools.
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While Porter’s model is able to simplify complex micro-economic theories, it
tends to overstress the analysis at the industry level, instead of using a more specific
product or service market lens (Grundy, 2006). Porter’s model appears to be selfcontained, describing an industry as a specific entity with set boundaries. The model
incompletely incorporates the environmental and contextual aspect of market forces.
Grundy (2006), Martinez and Wolverton (2009), and Pringle and Huisman (2011)
suggested to incorporate the political, economic, social, and technological (PEST) factors
to Porter’s five forces analysis framework because of their potential influence on the
industry growth. Porter (2008) also acknowledged the important influence of external
attributes (e.g., technology and innovation, government actions) to a firm or an industry’s
value, although he argued that they did not impact the underlying structure of an industry.
Nonetheless, because of their potential influence on the competitive advantage of an
organization, the environmental aspects related to market forces were incorporated in this
study as a sixth element of the external industry structure and context framework (see
Figure 1.1).
While there is ample empirical evidence to support the effectiveness of Porter’s
industry organization view of competitive advantage (Nayyar, 1993), limited evidence
exists to support its application in the study of online programs in higher education. Card
and Card (2007) utilized Porter’s value chain strategic management perspective to
analyze the business level strategies of three post-secondary distance education public
institutions in South Dakota. They found that the three institutions used different
emergent strategies to administer their online education programs. The authors found it
difficult to determine the impact of these strategies on the success of the programs (Card
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& Card, 2007). Multiple authors also proposed a modification of Porter’s value chain
model for higher education (Hutaibat, 2011; Pathak & Pathak, 2010). They concluded
that the value chain model can effectively be adapted to meet the needs of the higher
education environment. Pringle and Huisman (2011) presented an assessment of
Ontario’s higher education industry by applying Porter’s five forces framework. The
findings suggested that the impact of technology and globalization (online education)
should be considered more seriously in Ontario when a university is seeking a
competitive advantage. Aleong and Aleong (2011) used a qualitative approach to study
the differences in management strategies of three higher education institutions. They
found significant differences between the strategies employed by the colleges and
universities studied. Their analysis failed to associate the factors involved in the
competitive advantage model presented in the literature review with the qualitative data
collected in the study, including Porter’s (1979) five forces of strategy.
In a different study performed on market leadership among private higher
education institutes in Malaysia, Hua (2011) identified three key factors of sustainable
competitive advantage: branding, physical aspects, and mode of delivery. Using Porter’s
model of generic competitive advantage as a framework for the study, he determined that
the current advantages of some universities are reduced when less successful institutions
attempt to copy the more successful ones (Hua, 2011). Ultimately, the author concluded
that only the creation or application of new knowledge will provide a sustainable
competitive advantage. Huang and Lee (2012) evaluated the influence of the industry
organization view and the resource-based view as strategies to achieve competitive
advantage and higher performance among higher technical and vocational education
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institutions in Taiwan. Their study confirmed the benefits of integrating both internal and
external perspectives in a framework to comprehensively and systematically analyze an
industry sector in relation to the development of a competitive advantage.
Internal resources and capabilities. Porter’s (1979, 1985) framework of
competitive advantage using the five forces and the generic competitive strategies has
been used extensively to assess the potential profitability of an industry and a firm’s
competitive position within that industry (el Namaki, 2012). However, Porter’s views of
competitive advantage were not universally supported across the academic field of
strategic management.
Penrose (1959) was the first among early writers to theorize about the influence of
a firm’s resources on its growth. The term resource-based view was first coined by
Wernerfelt (1984), who emphasized the value of focusing on the firm’s resources rather
than on their products. Later, Barney (1991) and Hamel and Prahalad (1994) expanded
this concept by introducing the challenge associated with the constantly changing
environment of an industry. In effect, they argued that a company must be able to
regenerate its core strategies and it must have the capacity to become different. In order
to gain a competitive advantage, a company must be able to not only analyze its position
within an industry but to be able to discover the engine that propels the process of
advantage creation (Hamel & Prahalad, 1994). They contended that a company must be
capable of reinventing its industry in order to build leadership.
Barney (1991) reinforced this argument by criticizing the lack of attention paid to
the heterogeneity of the internal or external resources of firms within industry
organization view. The resource-based view evolved from the fact that the resources
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controlled by a firm (assets, capabilities, information, knowledge, etc.) can be leveraged
to improve the firm’s efficiency and effectiveness (Barney, 1991). Collis and
Montgomery (1995) explained that competitive advantage can be attributed to the
ownership of a valuable resource that enables the company to perform activities better or
more cheaply than its competitors. Barney (1991) strengthened this concept by adding
that a competitive advantage is sustained if the resource advantage is difficult to imitate
or substitute. Barney (1991) separated resource advantages in three categories. The
physical capital resources consist of the physical technology, plant and equipment,
geographic location, and access to raw material. The human capital resources include the
training, experience, judgment, intelligence, relationships, and insights of managers and
workers in an organization. The organizational capital resources comprise the
organization’s reporting structure, planning, controlling, coordinating systems, and
informal relations among groups within a firm or between a firm and its environment
(Barney, 1991).
In addition to the internal resources and capabilities described by Barney (1991),
Hamel and Prahalad (1994) and Wernerfelt (1984), Verona (1999) emphasized the need
to consider the research and development capabilities (scientific expertise, knowledge
and capabilities used to facilitate innovation) and marketing capabilities (ability to use
and disseminate market information) of a firm in the development of competitive
advantage. In their study on competitive advantage of higher technical and vocational
education institutions in Taiwan, Huang and Lee (2012) also included the research and
development capabilities and the marketing capabilities as part of their internal resources
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framework. These two elements were incorporated in this study as part of the internal
resources and capabilities framework (see Figure 1.1).
The influence of the resource-based view in the development of competitive
advantage for colleges and universities has been evaluated with limited depth in the
higher education industry. Lynch and Baines (2004) explored the attributes of higher
education institutions in the United Kingdom and concluded that they operate in a
competitive environment. Their review of the literature suggested that the most important
strategic resources of higher education institutions were related to knowledge-based
advantages, core competencies, innovative capability, architecture, and institutional
reputation. Smith (2007) acknowledged the importance of the institution’s reputation and
quality of the teaching faculty in the development of an institutional competitive
advantage. The author used the resource-based view of strategic management to compare
the competitive advantages of traditional and distance education institutions. He argued
that the academic reputation of a traditional college or university is its most prominent
competitive advantage. Reputation dictates the admission standards, the cost of tuition,
and the level of outside funding. Conversely, Smith (2007) recognized the challenges
faced by distance education programs and institutions to leverage their internal resources
as they attempt to develop their competitive advantages. He recommended to academic
leaders to concentrate the development of resources such as quality of teaching faculty,
quality assurance procedures, and relationships with employers.
Statement of Purpose
The purpose of this study is to identify and rate the factors that influence the
development of a competitive advantage for graduate healthcare distance education
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programs as perceived by higher education institution administrators. For the purpose of
this study, competitive advantage is viewed as a benefit held by a higher education
institutions or programs when it develops or acquires a value-creating quality that is not
currently implemented by its competitors and is difficult to imitate. It promotes the
development of a dominant position in a market allowing a program to achieve a better
performance. Graduate healthcare programs include master’s and doctorate level
coursework aimed at training clinicians in the observation and/or treatment of patients.
The study seeks to collect information from academic leaders who have direct oversight
on the graduate healthcare programs as part of their professional responsibilities.
Distance education programs are identified based on the educational delivery method
where 80% or more of the coursework is delivered exclusively through web-based
technologies.
Research Questions
1. What are the factors that influence the development of a competitive
advantage for graduate healthcare distance education programs as perceived
by higher education administrators?
2. How do higher education administrators of graduate healthcare distance
education programs rate the influence of each factor for the development of a
competitive advantage?
3. Are internal resources and capabilities or external industry structure and
context perceived as more influential by higher education administrators in the
development of a competitive advantage for the graduate healthcare distance
education programs?
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Significance of the Study
The concept of competitive advantage has been researched extensively in the
corporate world (Barney & Zajac, 1994; Barney, 1991; Essary, 2011; Heywood &
Kenley, 2008; Porter, 1985; Singh, 2012). However, the factors that contribute to the
development of a competitive advantage have not been previously studied in graduate
healthcare distance education programs. In fact, there has been limited empirical research
performed on this subject in higher education (Meyer & Wilson, 2010). This research
will fill a research gap and add to the literature in the field of competitive advantage in
higher education.
Institutions of higher education have traditionally used a strategic plan to carry
out their mission. Strategic planning is a management tool that helps guide the
organization’s focus and resources where they have the most impact (Kimbler, 2009).
Opportunities for increased quality, cost savings, efficiency improvements, and
performance enhancements are all realized through the implementation of strategic plans
(Kimbler, 2009). Unfortunately, the planning and development of distance education
programs remains a hit-or-miss effort (Meyer et al., 2009). Many programs fail to meet
their goals, primarily because institutions don’t understand their competitive position
within the market (Meyer & Wilson, 2010).
As the competition for graduate healthcare distance education programs continues
to increase, academic administrators need to better understand how their programs
compare with those of competing institutions. Knowledge of the factors that lead to the
development of a competitive advantage will help academic administrators align and
focus their strategic management plan to ensure the success of their programs. This
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information also has the potential to directly benefit services outside of the traditional
academic affairs environment (i.e., student services, admissions and student recruitment
services, financial services) by providing additional guidance on which element(s) of
their strategic management plan should be prioritized to help develop a competitive
advantage for the academic programs. The factors identified in this study may even be of
interest to accreditors of academic programs and financial aid providers who are
increasingly inquisitive about the accountability of academic programs and the students’
ability to repay their student loans. Therefore, the results from this research project will
directly or indirectly influence multiple academic programs and services to help improve
practice.
Definition of Terms
Clinician: A clinician is a physician or other qualified person who is involved in
the treatment and observation of living patients, as distinguished from one engaged in
research.
Distance Education Program: Program of study where eighty percent or more of
the coursework is performed through a web-based course delivery system.
Graduate Education: Education coursework leading to a master’s or doctorate
degree.
Graduate Healthcare Distance Education Program: Academic program offered by
colleges and universities leading to a master’s or doctorate degree in a healthcare related
subject in which 80% or more of the coursework is delivered online.

35

Healthcare: The prevention, treatment, and management of illness and the
preservation of mental and physical well-being through the services offered by the
medical and allied health professions.
Higher Education Administrator: Administrative staff or faculty member
employed by a higher education institution who directly oversees the operations and
performance of one or more academic programs.
Competitive Advantage: Benefit held by an institution or program that has
developed a value-creating quality that is not currently implemented by its competitors
and is difficult to imitate. It promotes the development of a dominant position in a market
allowing an institution or program to achieve a better performance.
Strategic Management: Initiatives taken by managers to utilize an organization’s
resources to enhance its performance within its external environment.
Summary
Higher education has witnessed an important growth in student enrollment
throughout the last decade. This growth has been associated with a rise in the demand for
distance education courses and programs. From its origins as mail correspondence
courses, distance education has increased in popularity with the rise in utilization of
personal computers and Internet technologies. Without the constraints of time and space
and with the added flexibility in learning schedule, students are no longer limited by the
program offerings at their local institutions to choose their education programs. As a
result, colleges and universities are able to reach a greater number of students nationwide
and internationally. Consequently, the enrollment in distance education programs has
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exploded over the last decade, growing at a rate 5 to 10 times greater than the rate of
growth of traditional classroom programs.
As the demand for distance education programs grew among students, institutions
seized the opportunity to increase their market share by developing new distance
education programs or converting existing programs to a distance education delivery
method. This phenomenon further increased the competition among institutions offering
similar distance education programs.
The growth in the number of distance education programs provided opportunities
for working professionals to gain access to graduate-level programs, including clinical
healthcare disciplines. Health professions have seen a continued growth in enrollment in
distance education programs. Today, graduate healthcare distance education programs are
expected to perform successfully in an increasingly competitive global market. As higher
education administrators attempt to develop successful programs while addressing
expanded competition, they need to understand the factors that provide a competitive
advantage to their programs. Competitive advantage is viewed as a benefit held by an
institution or program that is not currently implemented by its competitors, is difficult to
imitate, promotes the development of a dominant position within the market, and allows a
program to achieve a better performance.
The process of identifying and rating competitive advantage factors would
provide a way to prioritize the criteria by which performance could eventually be
evaluated. The ability to develop programs based on the factors that influence the
development of a competitive advantage could help administrators of graduate distance
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education programs differentiate their products to remain at the forefront of their specific
academic fields.
The theoretical framework of this study incorporates factors of competitive
advantage for graduate healthcare distance education programs based on external industry
structure and context as well as internal resources and capabilities. The purpose of the
study is to identify and rate the factors that influence the development of a competitive
advantage for graduate healthcare distance education programs as perceived by higher
education administrators. These factors have not been previously studied in the field of
graduate healthcare distance education.
As the competition for graduate healthcare distance education programs continues
to increase, this study will help academic administrators align and focus their strategic
management plan to ensure the success of their programs. Knowledge of the factors that
contribute to the development of a competitive advantage for graduate healthcare
distance education programs will also be of interest to accreditation and financial aid
providers who are increasingly interested in the assessment and accountability of
academic programs. The results from this research have the potential to influence
multiple academic programs and services to help improve practice.
The following chapters provide additional information about this study. Chapter 2
explores the literature on the subject of competitive advantage in distance education.
Chapter 3 discusses the research design and methodology. Chapter 4 presents the results
of the study. Chapter 5 completes the research by discussing the implications, limitations
and recommendations of the study.
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Chapter 2: Review of the Literature
Introduction
The utilization of distance education by adult learners has progressively increased
throughout the last decade (Allen & Seaman, 2010). The increased popularity of distance
education programs has been attributed to multiple factors, including an increase in the
accessibility and flexibility of the educational experience, a maturation of Internet
technologies, and a change in teaching and learning paradigms supported by educational
research (Dykman & Davis, 2008a). As the demand for increased flexibility and
convenience of distance education programs grew among students, many institutions
seized the opportunity to increase their market share by developing new distance
education programs or converting traditional programs to distance education
environment. This has been the case for many graduate healthcare programs. Because of
the rise in the number of distance education programs and the intensification of the
competition for students, colleges and universities are looking for ways to leverage their
strengths to develop competitive advantages. In an increasing competitive market,
colleges and universities are aware of the need to measure themselves against the
competition (Bell & Farrier, 2008). The ability to develop and apply metrics which
accurately identify the factors affecting distance education could assist institutions in
differentiating their products and enhance their competitive advantage (Udo et al., 2011).
This chapter presents an overview of the state of the current literature surrounding
the factors that influence the development of a competitive advantage for graduate
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healthcare distance education programs in higher education. The review of the literature
will provide the baseline information needed to develop a survey instrument that will be
used to help answer the three research questions. The questions are based on the
theoretical framework described in chapter 1.
1. What are the factors that influence the development of a competitive
advantage for graduate healthcare distance education programs as perceived
by higher education administrators?
2. How do higher education administrators of graduate healthcare distance
education programs rate the influence of each factor for the development of a
competitive advantage?
3. Are internal resources and capabilities or external industry structure and
context perceived as more influential by higher education administrators in the
development of a competitive advantage for graduate healthcare distance
education programs?
The chapter is divided in four sections. First, the method used to perform the
literature review is presented. This section discusses the inclusion and exclusion criteria
that guided the selection of the studies, articles, reports and academic dissertations
reviewed in this chapter. The following section presents the review of the literature
focusing primarily on identifying the factors that influence the development of a
competitive advantage for graduate healthcare distance education programs. The research
presented is analyzed within the context of the theoretical framework. A synthesis of the
literature is presented in the third section by categorizing the factors identified and
evaluating the methods used in the empirical studies reviewed. Finally, the fourth
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contains an analysis of the research gaps and limitations that emerged from the literature
review, followed by a series of recommendations pertaining to the purpose of the
research. The literature review emphasizes areas of agreements and diverging opinions
between researchers whenever possible. This helps to demonstrate the level and
uniformity of agreement between authors on factors influencing the development of
competitive advantage for graduate healthcare distance education programs.
Method for the Literature Review
Two separate searches for studies pertaining to competitive advantage for
graduate healthcare distance education programs were performed using multiple
databases within the academic fields of education and business. The databases, search
terms, inclusion criteria and exclusion criteria used for the review of the literature are
presented in Table 2.1. While the original goal was to focus the review on studies
pertaining to competitive advantage for graduate healthcare distance education programs,
a preliminary search requiring the terms “graduate”, “distance education” , or
“healthcare”, in addition to “competitive advantage” , “higher education”, and
“administration” returned too few results. Therefore, the literature pertaining to the
factors that influence the development of a competitive advantage for all levels of higher
education were considered. In addition, other publications covering elements implicated
in the development of competitive advantage for graduate healthcare distance education
programs were also reviewed if they were consistent with the theoretical framework of
the study. The search concentrated primarily on empirical studies but also considered
theoretical articles, literature reviews, and non-peer-reviewed reports from credible
sources. Frequently cited articles that did not meet the search parameters were also
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included in the review if they provided a meaningful contribution to the literature on the
topic.
Review of the Literature
The review of the literature is divided in two sections. First, a review of the
authoritative studies that were published since the year 2002 in the field of competitive
advantage for higher education programs will be presented. These seminal studies were
often performed to help guide academic administrators in the development of successful
distance education programs by evaluating and recommending multiple factors of success
across different categories based on the theoretical framework. The recommendations are
presented in groups or categories of factors identified by the authors. The first section is
differentiated from the second by the scope of the publications reviewed, covering
multiple factors that may be implicated in the development of a competitive advantage
for distance education programs.
The second section reviewed the literature pertaining to specific factors or groups
of factors identified by the authors that may influence the development of competitive
advantage for distance education programs. This section is divided in three subsections:
(a) strategic management of distance education programs, (b) student experience, and (c)
faculty experience. While the majority of the research consisted of peer-reviewed
empirical studies, additional non-empirical research was included as needed to help the
reader understand the body of work on the subject of competitive advantage for graduate
healthcare distance education programs.
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Table 2.1
Search Parameters for the Literature Review on the Factors that Influence the
Development of a Competitive Advantage for Distance Education Programs in Higher
Education
Search
number
1

Databases and
search parameters
Academic Search
Complete
Business Source
Complete

Boolean operators
and search terms
“higher education”
or “postsecondary
education”
AND

Education Full
Text

“competitive
advantage”

Education
Research
Complete

AND

Education Source
ERIC
English literature,
peer-reviewed
articles between
2002-2013,
including related
terms and search
full-text of articles

“online education”
or “online learning”
or “distance
education” or
“distance learning”
or “e-learning”
AND
“management” or
“administration” or
“leader” or
“leadership”

Inclusion criteria

Exclusion criteria

Empirical studies
on the
effectiveness or
success of
distance education
program
administration

Focus on the evaluation of
technology, teaching
pedagogy

Quality measures
of program
evaluation or
administration

Focus on student attitudes,
behaviors, or aptitudes for
success*

Student
experience or
customer
satisfaction
measures
Student retention
Intention to
enroll, marketing
practices
Competitive
strategies
Guidelines for
implementation

2

Same databases as
above

“higher education”
or “postsecondary
education”

English literature,
peer-reviewed
articles between
2002-2013, not
including related
terms and no
search of full-text
of articles

AND

Focus on comparison with
face to face (on ground) vs.
blended vs. distance
education courses*

Focus on partnerships
between programs,
organizations
Focus on student diversity
or cultural differences
Focus on mobile learning
Focus on teacher
satisfaction*
Focus on single course
evaluation*
Focus on corporate or postgraduate training*

Faculty
experience

Focus on knowledge
management or intellectual
capital

Same as above

Same as above

“competitive
advantage”
AND
“online education”
or “online learning”
or “distance
education” or
“distance learning”
or “e-learning”

Note. * Unless the article is related to the subject of competitive advantage.
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Competitive advantage in higher education. There are a limited number of
studies that evaluated the factors that influence the development of a competitive
advantage for higher education. There are currently no published empirical studies in the
peer-reviewed literature that evaluated these factors for graduate healthcare distance
education programs. This section provides an overview of the literature on the factors that
lead to the development of a competitive advantage for higher education institutions.
Using a similar theoretical lens as this study, Huang, Binney, and Hede (2010)
and Huang and Lee (2012) performed the most comprehensive studies published as of yet
to examine the factors that contribute to the development of a competitive advantage in
higher education in the context of higher technical and vocational education institutions
in Taiwan. The authors used a two-step approach to ascertain the major factors involved
in their model of competitive advantage and to examine the relationships between these
factors and the model of external industry structure, internal resources and capabilities,
and institutional performance.
First, a qualitative study (Huang et al., 2010) was performed interviewing 32
educational experts and senior decision makers at higher technical and vocational
education institutions in Taiwan to identify the factors of competitive advantage and
indicators of institutional performance. The competitive advantage factors were separated
in two categories: external industry structure and internal resources and capabilities. The
competitive advantage factors identified for the external industry structure were separated
in five themes based on Porter’s five-force model (Porter, 1979, 2008): (a) competitive
rivalry, (b) threat of substitutes, (c) threat of entrants, (d) bargaining power of buyers, (e)
bargaining power of suppliers. The factors identified for the internal resources and

44

capabilities were separated in six themes as derived from the work of Barney (1991) and
Verona (1999): (a) organizational resources, (b) marketing, (c) human resources, (d)
physical resources, (e) financial resources, and (f) products research and development.
The institutional performance indicators were separated in three themes: (a) student
performance, (b) staff performance, and (c) institution-level performance. Sub-themes
were identified through coding analysis and linked to each theme.
The factors identified by Huang et al. (2010) were refined in a follow-up study
(Huang & Lee, 2012) attempting to examine the relationship between the factors of
competitive advantage for higher technical and vocational education institutions in
Taiwan and institutional performance measures. In the later study, a modification of the
themes occurred, substituting competitive rivalry for level of competition, bargaining
power of buyers for power of direct players, bargaining power of providers for power of
indirect players, threat of new entrants for barriers facing entrants, marketing for
marketing capabilities, and products research and development for research and
development capabilities. Some themes were omitted or transferred in a sub-theme. For
example, the theme organizational resources, described as organizational efficiency, was
included as a factor under human resources. Physical resources was omitted. Finally, a
new theme (curriculum) was introduced in the study. The institutional performance
measures remained the same, except for the division of staff performance into categories
related to teaching and research. The competitive advantage factors that emerged from
Huang and Lee (2012) are listed in Table 2.2.
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Table 2.2
Competitive Advantage Factors proposed by Huang and Lee (2012) for Higher Technical
and Vocational Higher Education Institutions in Taiwan
Category
External industry
structure

Theme
Level of competition

Threat of substitutes

Barriers facing
entrants

Power of indirect
players
Power of direct
players
Internal resources
and capabilities

Marketing
capabilities

Human resources

Curriculum

Sub-theme (factor)
Increase in the number of institutions
Decrease in the number of students
High intensity of the competition
between institutions
Threat from foreign institutions of higher
education
Threat from China-based institutions of
higher education
Threat from private business enterprises
Minimum capital required for
establishing a new institution
Regulations and policies of government
on the operations of an educational
institution
Power of parents
Power of employers
Power of students
Power of the Taiwan ministry of
education
Media promotion
Participation in off-campus activities and
events
Scholarships and financial aids offered
Strategic alliances with vocational high
schools
Partnerships with other higher education
institutions
Teamwork
Job loyalty
Leadership
Staffing
Organizational efficiency
Faculty qualifications
High quality curriculum
Distinctiveness in curriculum design
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Category

Theme
Financial resources
Research and
development
capabilities

Institutional
performance

Institutional-level
performance

Staff performance in
teaching
Staff performance in
research
Student performance

Note. Adapted from Huang and Lee (2012).

Sub-theme (factor)
Financial implementation
Financial planning and budgeting
Participation in government-funded
research projects
Collaboration with private business
enterprises
Integration of administrative resources
Magazine ranking
Industry evaluation on quality of
graduates
Graduate/alumni evaluations
Institutional reputation
Staff performance in teaching
Practical experience and skills of
teaching staff
Institutional culture
Staff performance in applied research
Staff performance in academic research
Industry-academia collaboration
Percentage of graduates pursuing further
studies
Employment rate of new graduates
Pass rate on certificate/licensure exams

Factor analyses were performed to explore the major elements contributing to
competitive advantage within each category. Multiple regression analyses were also
performed to evaluate the relationship between the categories and the institutional
performance. The authors determined that the level of competition and human resources
factors were considered more important contributors to the level of institutional
performance. The threats of substitutes and the research and development capabilities
were considered less important contributors for the development of a competitive
advantage. While the authors concluded that their model is a useful framework to analyze
an industry sector in relation to competitive advantage, it is unknown if these factors
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would also be applicable to the distance education environment in graduate health care
programs.
Lynch and Baines (2004) examined the nature of competitive resources owned by
universities in the United Kingdom that provide a competitive advantage over their
competitors. The authors reviewed publicly reported multi-institution census data to
make cross-comparisons of the main attributes of higher education institutions. Using a
resource-based perspective as part of their study, the authors suggested that academic
institutions should evaluate their current position in the higher education marketplace
using internal resources of an organization because it provides a basis for the delivery of
growth objectives. Their study uncovered five general categories of resources that
universities must develop to be competitive in the marketplace: knowledge-based
advantages (intellectual property arising from research, copyrighted material), core
competencies (production skills and technologies that provide benefits to customers,
including teaching, learning, and assessment strategies), innovative capability (ability to
undertake new initiatives beyond the current strategy), architecture (network of
relationships, contracts, partners and alliances), and institutional reputation (favorable
reputation enables the communication of favorable information to its stakeholders,
reinforcing the relationships with employers, donors and partners).
While the research performed by Lynch and Baines (2004) provided some useful
insights into the factors that contribute to a competitive advantage for higher education
institutions in the United Kingdom, the authors failed to clearly explain the methods used
in the data analysis of the publicly available data sources of higher education institution.
The findings are primarily based on correlative analysis of the literature linking
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performance indicators of institutions with resource-based perspectives of competitive
advantage. Therefore, it is unclear if these factors would influence the development of
competitive advantage for graduate healthcare distance education programs in the United
States.
Meyer et al. (2009) studied the factors that influence the financial sustainability of
distance education programs. Their objective was to create a guide in the form of
principles that will help academic administrators with the planning of new programs or
the expansion of current offerings. The authors wanted to compile a series of principles
that focused on fiscal matters and issues that directly affect the bottom line. While quality
issues were not ignored, they played a supporting role. They also aimed at creating a
series of questions based on the principles to help guide academic leaders in the
development of these programs.
The study by Meyer et al. (2009) was performed in a qualitative manner using a
directed content analysis format. After preparing a draft of the principles and questions,
the authors interviewed seven project directors associated with the Fund for Improvement
of Postsecondary Education (FIPSE) with experience in distance education program
administration. Revisions and modifications were made to the principles and questions
based on the interviewee comments. An additional external consultant reviewed the draft
of the document and made additional additions and revisions.
The research team identified 10 principles for promoting the financial
sustainability of distance education programs. Each principle contained a series of
questions addressing factors potentially involved in the creation of a competitive
advantage. Meyer et al. (2009) made special mention of the importance to understand the
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market forces to achieve financial sustainability. By market forces, they include job
market for the graduates, interests of potential students, demographic information of
students, the competitors in other academic institutions, and the secondary or tertiary
markets within the institution (i.e., how the program could be beneficial to other
institutional programs or departments). Meyer et al. (2009) reinforced this concept by
making the following statement: “All these [market forces] combine to form the proposed
program’s “competitive advantage,” the preference for the program as expressed by
students, accreditors, and employers” (p.39).
Meyer et al. (2009) also discussed the importance of researching the competition
from other institutions, including the number of competing programs, their focus,
strategies, tuition, enrollment, distinctiveness of their curriculum, and admission
requirements. Knowledge of the market forces will help determine the level of saturation
of the market and estimate the expected enrollment for the academic program.
In addition, Meyer et al. (2009) recommended for administrators to better
understand their tuition strategies, operating costs, tuition of competitors, and maintain
good financial management to be competitive with other institutions while generating a
budget surplus. The authors also emphasized the importance of developing effective
marketing practices that will communicate the advantages of the program to potential
students. Specifically, the development of a website identity containing pertinent
information about the program was deemed essential to attract potential students.
The importance of having good faculty members teaching quality courses in a
competitive curriculum was also deemed critical to the success of distance education
programs (Meyer et al., 2009). Good faculty can help improve retention and student
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performance, increasing graduation rates. The program curriculum and quality of the
courses is considered essential to attract new students and retain already enrolled
students. The use of effective assessment tools to continuously improve the curriculum,
pedagogical methods, and learning resources will promote the institution’s commitment
towards learning and success.
Meyer et al. (2009) recommended for higher education administrators to consider
these elements as essential aspects of the creation of a competitive advantage strategy for
distance education programs. The authors also emphasized the need to regularly research
the market for new competitors and new innovations that may impact the competitive
advantage of the program. The authors concluded that the success of distance education
programs is based on a thoughtful evaluation of the various factors that influence the
development and potential outcomes of the programs. The list of principles and factors
suggested by Meyer et al. (2009) are included in Table 2.3.
In this study, Meyer et al. (2009) made an important contribution to the literature
of competitive advantage of distance education programs. Their study served a benefit by
identifying potential factors of financial success specific to the field of distance education
programs that potentially influence the development of a competitive advantage. The
financial success of distance education programs is certainly essential to maintain
successful operations of these programs. Otherwise, the programs would have to close or
be cross-subsidized by other programs or revenue generating initiatives at the institution
to stay solvent. Their study did not evaluate or rate the influence of each factor in the
development of the financial success or the competitive advantage of distance education
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programs. This research study could potentially fill this gap by evaluating some of these
factors in the context of graduate healthcare distance education programs.

Table 2.3
Principles of Sustainability for Distance Education Programs
Principles
Know your market

Know your costs

Determine a price
Negotiate with the institution
Observe good financial
management rules
Develop and implement
marketing
Have a web identity

Identify and develop good
faculty
Improve retention

Improve courses and
programs

Factors implicated
Job market for graduates
Skills needed for jobs
Standards and certifications accrediting the programs, graduates
Student market (demographics, skills, number of potential students)
Competitors (number of competing programs, tuition charged, length of
programs, delivery method, etc.
Secondary market (within the institution) or tertiary market (licensing
courses to other institutions)
Competitive advantage based on price, program focus, employer
preference, etc.
Instruction costs
Costs of academic support
Costs of student services
Overhead costs
Costs of partners
Price based on student market, projected enrollment, competitor’s
tuition, costs
Determine agreements for revenue sharing, student services,
partnerships, etc.
Budgeting
Accounting
Identify routes to communicate with potential students
Develop marketing plan based on target population
Provide information about the program
Provide links to application forms, registration, student services, library
services, etc.
Contact information
Find good faculty, including adjuncts
Provide faculty training
Focus on student learning and quality improvement
Provide student orientation
Build community
Encourage interactions between students and faculty
Design high-quality courses
Contact students at risk of withdrawing from program
Provide regular student feedback
Assess student learning
Use rubric assessment tools
Keep curriculum up-to-date
Evaluate faculty instruction
Seek feedback from students
Use instructional design professional to suggest improvements in
courses
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Regularly scan market for new innovations
Note. Adapted from Meyer et al. (2009)

Varner (2011) utilized the 10 principles of financial sustainability for distance
education programs developed by Meyer et al. (2009) to create a balanced scorecard
approach to managing online programs. Based on a review of the literature on quality and
performance models originally adopted in commercial industries, the author combined
the principles developed by Meyer et al. (2009) with the perspectives of a quality model
named balances scorecard (BSC) to guide the management of distance education
program. The objective was to create a business model that integrates strategy, process,
activities, and operational performance to guide higher education administrators in the
management of distance education programs.
The BSC was created based on the following four categories: (a) financial,
including the observation of good financial management, knowing your costs, setting a
price to generate a surplus, and monitoring financial measurements; (b) customer
(students), including knowing your market, improving student retention, courses,
curriculum, and monitoring customer satisfaction measurements; (c) internal business
processes, including marketing, web identity, and internal process measurements; and (d)
organizational learning and growth, including the identification and development of good
faculty, and the development of faculty satisfaction measurements. Varner (2011)
concluded that using the BSC approach to create a quality management program will help
institutions achieve their strategic mission. At this juncture, there is no empirical data in
the literature to support or deny Varner’s claims.
Osika (2006) performed a quantitative study using a Delphi research design to
evaluate the elements necessary to support a quality distance education program. After
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performing a literature review, Osika (2006) proposed a series of 48 elements to a panel
of 23 experts to reach a consensus on which elements were critical and non-critical to
support a quality program. Based on her research, a concentric support model was created
to support the planning and evaluation of distance education programs.
The proposed model included 46 critical elements that met the criteria for
consensus among the experts. These elements were grouped in seven broad categories:
(a) faculty support, (b) student support, (c) content support, (d) course management
system support, (e) technology support, (f) program support, and (g) community support.
The list of elements identified by Osika (2006) as necessary to support quality academic
distance education programs is presented in Table 2.4. According to Osika (2006), this
list can serve as a checklist for the academic administrators to support the planning and
evaluation of distance education programs.
While the factors identified by Osika (2006) were deemed critical by the panel of
experts to support distance education programs, the study does not allow the reader to
determine if these elements would influence the development of a competitive advantage
in graduate healthcare distance education programs. The panel of experts was comprised
of a heterogeneous group of educational professionals including instructional designer,
technology support member, and teaching and learning account executive. These
individuals may be adequately experienced to evaluate elements and resources needed to
develop quality distance education programs from the support perspective but their lack
of administrative experience may limit their ability to determine the competitive
advantage of these elements from the administration perspective. Therefore, it would be
useful to have higher education administrators evaluate the influence of these elements
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(factors) within the context of competitive advantage in graduate healthcare distance
education.
Table 2.4
Categories and Elements of the Concentric Support Model by Osika (2006)
Categories
Faculty Support

Student Support
Content Support

Course Management System
(CMS) Support

Technical Support

Elements
Faculty are technically competent
Faculty are knowledgeable about online pedagogy
Technology is easily accessible by faculty
The faculty are motivated to teach online
Students have basic technical skills
Technology is easily accessible by students
Students are motivated to learn online
Courses allow for interaction between students
Courses allow for interaction between faculty and
students
Content is logically arranged within the course
Courses have clearly stated learning objectives
Assessment practices are consistent with stated
learning objectives
Courses actively engage the learner
Learning activities within the course utilize the
capabilities of an online environment
Courses are ADA compliant
All courses necessary for the degree are available
online
Faculty find the CMS easy to use
The CMS has a broad tool set
Students find the CMS easy to use
The CMS provides a consistent user interface for
students across their courses
The CMS creates or allows for a visually appealing
user interface
The institution has the technical infrastructure to
support distance learning
Information technology has sufficient resources
allocated to the administration of the CMS
Technical training is available to faculty
Technical support is available to faculty for the
resolution of technical problems
Technical training is available to students
Technical support is available to students for the
resolution of technical problems
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Categories
Program Support
Instructional Support

Student Support

Policy and Procedural
Support

Executive Support

Community Support

Note. Adapted from Osika (2006).

Elements
Assistance is available to faculty in developing
content for their courses
Instructional support staff is available to work
individually with faculty
Training is available to faculty regarding online
pedagogy
Faculty are able to receive release time for the
development of online courses
The institution provides avenues for peer assistance
and/or mentoring
An orientation to distance learning is available and/or
required of students
Students have access to online advising
Students have access to library and research resources
online
The institution provides faculty assistance in adhering
to copyright policies
Teaching online is seen as a worthwhile endeavor in
the tenure
The institution has a clear policy on intellectual
property
There is a recurring budget allocated to cover the
costs of supporting distance learning
The program is marketed to the appropriate audience
There is a clear commitment from the executive
leadership of the institution
Distance learning is included within the institution’s
strategic plan
Graduates of the online degree are recruited and/or
placed into jobs
The online degree is accredited by a recognized
agency
The general public has a positive impression of the
online degree

In an attempt to determine why some distance education programs fail while
others succeed in a global environment, Rovai and Downey (2010) reviewed the
literature to determine the initiatives taken by administrators of distance education
programs that could influence the success or failure of these programs. The authors
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determined that deficiencies in any one of the following seven factors can adversely
influence the performance of the programs and lead to financial problems: (a) planning,
(b) marketing and recruitment, (c) financial management, (d) quality assurance, (e)
student retention, (f) faculty development, (g) online course design and pedagogy. In
effect, the work of Rovai and Downey (2010) supports the principles of financial
sustainability developed by Meyer et al. (2009) and the BSC approach of Varner (2011).
Rovai and Downey (2010) also recommended for institutions to utilize a
competitive strategy based on Porter’s (1985) generic strategies of competitive advantage
of cost leadership, differentiation leadership, or focus strategy. As Porter (1985)
described, selecting a strategy focusing on cost reduction, differentiation of products, or
targeting the academic program to a niche market can lead to a competitive advantage in
an industry (i.e., distance education programs). However, Rovai and Downey (2010)
warned administrators against using a “stuck-in-the-middle” strategy, trying to be
everything for everyone, because programs will lose students who seek low prices and
students who seek differentiation in the program distinctions (i.e., learning and
competence). The authors recommended for institutions and programs to adopt one of
Porter’s strategies for competitive advantage in favor of a more balanced approach.
The recommendations made by Rovai and Downey (2010) are supported by data
from the financial reporting of for-profit institutions with the United States Securities and
Exchange Commission (SEC). The authors cited multiple examples of distance education
programs who failed in the last few years. Many of them involved distance education
initiatives at large non-for-profit private and public institutions. In order to develop a
successful program, Rovai and Downey (2010) based their recommendations primarily
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on a business strategy that may be more easily adopted by for-profit institutions. It is
unclear how this strategy would apply to non-for-profit public and private institutions that
often operate within different cultural and financial environments.
Essary (2011) conducted an exploratory qualitative multiple case-study
experiment at a small public institution, Athens State University (ASU) in Alabama. The
purpose of the research was to determine the internal and external factors that would help
create a competitive advantage for online and traditional education at Athens State. The
author wanted to create a model of competitive advantage that could be used by academic
administrators to help with planning and decision making processes. Essary (2011)
interviewed 16 participants from the administration, accounting/office staff, and members
of the University Master Plan Committee. He analyzed his findings through the lens of
Porter's (1980) model of generic competitive advantage. Yin’s five-phase cycle
qualitative data analysis method was used to process the data via grounded coding.
Several categories and themes emerged from Essary’s (2011) study: (a)
institutional strengths and weaknesses, evidenced at ASU by competitive issues,
management, distance learning costs, faculty concerns, funding, and students; (b)
institutional opportunities and threats, evidenced at ASU by competitive issues, funding,
and students; (c) broader societal expectations and taxpayer expectations, evidenced at
ASU by community interactions and funding; and (d) personal values of the institution,
evidenced as ASU by community interactions and management. Based on his findings,
Essary (2011) recommended utilizing a model of competitive advantage for the
development of strategic planning initiatives. He contended that ASU would benefit from
developing a formal distance learning plan, a formal distance education department,
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policies and procedures to use resources more efficiently, the creation of quality
standards for evaluation of distance education and traditional courses, and the
development of new sources of funding.
The study conducted by Essary (2011) provided limited information on the
analysis of the factors that may contribute to the development of a competitive advantage
at a public institution, beyond the external subsidizing of program costs by state
government funding. The author concentrated on factors that may limit the creation of
competitive advantage. It is unknown if the factors identified by Essary (2011) would
apply to the context of graduate healthcare distance education programs.
Selected factors influencing the development of a competitive advantage for
distance education programs. The previous section presented an overview of the
research that combined multiple factors that may influence the development of
competitive advantage in higher education. The following section provides a more
individualized approach to the factors by presenting the state of the literature based on
three categories: (a) strategic management of distance education programs, including
benchmarks and quality assurance practices, guidelines for implementation, competitive
strategies, and college rankings; (b) student experience, including college tuition, student
characteristics, marketing and websites, student satisfaction, retention, and program
improvement; and (c) faculty experience.
Strategic management. The strategic management section covers the subjects
pertaining to the administration of distance education programs. In this section, a review
of the literature pertaining to benchmarks and quality assurance measures, guidelines for
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implementation, competitive strategies, and ranking of institutions or programs is
presented.
Benchmarks and quality assurance practices. The concept of leadership and
quality management in an institute for distance education was the subject of the research
by Gazi, Silman, and Birol, (2008). Their goal was to conduct a study on the
implementation of continuous quality improvement practices in an organization using the
Total Quality Management (TQM) framework. In such, they sought to evaluate the
perceptions of members of the Distance Education Institute in the North Cyprus higher
education system on the TQM implementation. They used a qualitative research design
with a single case study approach. Participants included 12 members of the Distance
Education Institute. The data was collected through interviews, structured observations
and self-reports. The interview questions, originally reviewed by experts and piloted on
some members of the institute, were focused on investigating the perceptions of the
members in relation to the six quality dimensions of the TQM practices and
implementation. The data was analyzed by themes that were selected on the basis of the
TQM quality dimensions. The data was also triangulated based on the TQM framework.
The results of the research by Gazi et al. (2008) indicated that the members of the
Distance Education Institute in the North Cyprus higher education system have not
implemented and developed the six dimensions from the TQM. Although the institute has
stronger practices in leadership, information management, and customer focus and
satisfaction, it demonstrated weaker practices in human resources management,
educational management, and partnership quality dimensions. This study provides initial
empirical data on the implementation of a quality continuous improvement model in a
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higher education institution. The use of internal quality assurance processes may
contribute to the development of a competitive advantage for institutions offering
distance education programs.
In 2007, the Association of Public and Land-Grant Universities (APLU) joined
the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation to create a National Commission on Distance education
Learning (McCarthy & Samors, 2009). The objective of the commission was to evaluate
the attitudes and perspectives of APLU presidents and chancellors as a strategic asset to
achieve broad institutional goals and priorities. The commission’s two-part benchmarking
study was designed to evaluate the “key factors” that contributed to the successful
strategic planning of distance education programs. The first part of the study (McCarthy
& Samors, 2009) was conducted using a qualitative approach with in-depth interviews of
a pre-selected population of higher education public institutions that were considered
“successful” in regards to the integration of distance education. The institutions were
selected because they had the most extensive experience with distance education,
represented the greatest distance education enrollment, and had the greatest potential for
future growth. Of the 95 presidents and chancellors who were invited to participate, 45
institutions accepted the invitation. The participants for the interviews included 231
institutional representatives, including presidents and chancellors, chief academic
officers, distance education learning administrators, faculty leaders and professors, and
distance education students. The interview questions were created by a steering
committee based on six critical issues of inquiry: (a) faculty incentives; (b) student life
cycle support; (c) strong leadership; (d) assessment and outcomes; (e) financial models;
(f) technology. An interview protocol was constructed with guiding questions and was
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reviewed by several external reviewers with experience in distance education program
administration. The interviews were semi-structured, designed to encourage the
participants to describe their experience with distance education learning. The transcripts
of the interviews were coded by multiple researchers and analyzed for frequency of key
words in context based on a series of themes. The results of the interviews were
published in the first volume of the report (McCarthy & Samors, 2009).
The second part of the study (Seaman, 2009) was conducted through a survey of
over 50,000 faculty members at 69 institutions. The survey instrument was based on the
questionnaire from the Sloan survey on distance education learning (Allen & Seaman,
2008). Additional questions were added to examine the respondents’ teaching load and
experience with distance education teaching. A series of 31 questions with additional free
text questions were included in the electronic survey and sent by email. Over 10,700
faculty members responded to the survey.
The results of the two-part study by McCarthy and Samors (2009) and Seaman
(2009) provided a series of useful recommendations to promote the success of distance
education. According to the authors, there is a perceived need for distance education to be
developed as a core and integral component of the organization’s strategic plan and
implementation. Distance education programs benefit from a centralization of the
administrative and support services to strengthen the programs. The authors
recommended for distance education programs to be hosted under the academic affairs
division to promote their integration within the fabric of the institution. There is evidence
that distance education programs succeed with consistent and adequate support from the
administration, academic division and technology resources directed at faculty and
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students. The constant evolution and change of the dynamics surrounding distance
education requires an ongoing institutional assessment and review. Distance education
programs require reliable financing mechanism for sustainability and growth. Distance
education programs have the capacity to be fully integrated if the senior administration
and other campus leaders communicate the fact that distance education programs are a
fundamental part of the institutional mission and priorities. If integrated within the
administrative structure, processes and policies of the institution, the recommendations
made by McCarthy and Samors (2009) and Seaman (2009) may influence the
development of a competitive advantage for distance education programs.
In addition, the data compiled through the interviews and surveys of the two-part
study by McCarthy and Samors (2009) and Seaman (2009) also identify a series of key
leadership and policy issues for campus presidents, chancellors and chief academic
officers to consider. There is substantial evidence that campus leaders would benefit from
better understanding the characteristics of the distance education faculty teaching at their
institution and engage all faculty members in their communication strategies. This is
specifically related to the role of distance education programs as they relate to the
academic mission. Campus administrators could also increase the faculty engagement if
they better understood what motivates them to teach distance education. In combination
with the faculty governing bodies, campus leaders need to regularly re-examine the
institutional policies regarding faculty incentives. Faculty demonstrated the desire to be
acknowledged and recognized for the additional time and effort that they invest in
teaching distance education courses as compared to face-to-face classroom instruction.
Finally, it was recommended that all constituents (faculty, administrators, supporting
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staff) must work together to increase the quality (and perceived quality) of the learning
outcomes.
The results of this extensive two-part study by McCarthy and Samors (2009) and
Seaman (2009) cannot be generalized to the entire higher education environment.
Because only public universities were investigated, it is unknown if these results could be
applied to other types of institutions (private non-profit or for-profit). It is also unknown
if a difference in faculty and administrators perceptions exist based on the level of the
distance education program (undergraduate vs. graduate) or discipline.
The concept of quality in distance education programs has been researched by
several authors focusing on different perspectives (Jung, 2011). In her study aimed at
identifying the quality dimensions in e-learning as perceived by adult learners in South
Korea, Jung (2011) utilized a two-step investigative and confirmatory analysis approach
to evaluate the structural features of the quality measures. A distance education survey
with a series of questions comprised within seven main categories (institutional support,
course development, course structure, teaching and learning, student support, faculty
support, and evaluation and assessment) was established based on the author’s literature
review. The survey was revised by a group of international reviewers, including five
experts in the development and delivery of distance education teaching, two expert
quality assurance reviewers engaged in the evaluation of distance education and 10 adult
distance education learners. The exploratory survey was comprised of 64 questions and
the confirmatory survey was comprised of 26 items taken from the exploratory survey
with at least a .40 factor loading. Both surveys utilized a seven-point Likert scale for the
answers and included a comment section for each category.
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The results of the survey performed by Jung (2011) indicated a participation of
299 adult learners for the exploratory version and 504 for the confirmatory version. After
eliminating the questions with a low discriminative power, unweighted least square (for
extraction method) and Promax with Kaiser normalization (for the rotation method)
statistical analysis was performed for the exploratory factor analysis (EFA). The
reliability of the scales for the factors and the consistency were evaluated using
Cronbach’s alpha method. The exploratory factor analysis (EFA) identified seven quality
dimensions of e-learning quality: (a) interaction; (b) staff support; (c) institutional quality
assurance mechanism; (d) institutional credibility; (e) learner support; (f) information and
publicity; (g) learning tasks. The confirmatory analysis utilized the goodness-of-fit
measures, including the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA = .067), the
incremental fit index (IFI=.920), the comparative fit index (CFI=920), and Tucker-Lewis
index (TLI=.903), which indicated a good fit of the seven-factor model to the observed
data. Jung’s (2011) study data confirmed that the seven-factor model has a good fit with
the perceptions of the adult learners. Staff support appears to be more influential and
information and publicity least correlated with the student’s views of e-learning quality.
Udo, Bagchi, and Kirs (2011) also researched the quality of the e-learning
experience based on the student perspective. The authors utilized a modified
SERVQUAL (for service quality) instrument to assess the quality of e-learning. A survey
questionnaire containing 40 seven-point Likert scale questions was utilized to evaluate
the level of assurance, empathy, responsiveness, reliability, website content, e-learning
quality, customer satisfaction, behavioral intentions, and grade expectation of 218
students enrolled in an undergraduate distance education course in a major public
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university in the United States. Structural equation modeling analysis and componentbased regression / path analysis model were performed on the data collected. Construct
validity using the Covariance Analysis of Linear Structural Equation (CALIS) procedure
was assessed. All questionnaire items loaded at acceptable levels (Chronbach’s alpha >
0.70).
The results of the Udo et al. (2011) study demonstrated that four of the five items
of the proposed SERVQUAL model were able to determine how e-learning is perceived
by students. Specifically, the assurance (path coefficient (pc) =.2), empathy (pc=.155),
responsiveness (pc=.163), and website content (pc=.372) demonstrated a significant
determining factor of perceived quality. The reliability factor was positive but not
significant (pc=.114). The perceived quality was also significantly and positively
associated with the student’s satisfaction with the e-learning experience (pc=.382). The
student satisfaction level also played a significant and positive role in the behavioral
intentions (pc=.851). Finally, the distance education student grade expectations were
positively associated with the student’s perception of e-learning quality (pc=.521). The
data from this research supports the use of the SERVQUAL instrument to evaluate the
quality of the e-learning education experience as perceived by students. It also
demonstrates the relationship between the satisfaction level of students in a course and
their intention to continue enrolling in other courses, and recommend the program to
others.
Guidelines for the implementation of distance education programs. A study
performed by Goi and Ng (2008) attempted to identify the success factors in
implementing an e-learning program in Malaysia. Based on their literature review, the
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authors identified eight initial criteria for success (program content, web page
accessibility, learner’s participation and involvement, website security and support,
institution commitment, interactive learning environment, instructor competency, and
presentation and design). Goi and Ng (2008) used a survey instrument to evaluate the
participant’s perception of the relative importance of each criterion in the implementation
of an e-learning program. The data collected was analyzed using descriptive statistics.
The authors also performed interviews with various staff members from two institutions
of higher learning to gain a better understanding of e-learning program implementations.
The study performed by Goi and Ng (2008) retained the surveys from 162 people
were analyzed. The mean and standard deviation responses (on a five-point Likert scale)
were the following: (a) program content (M=4.32, SD=0.693); (b) web page accessibility
(M =4.14, SD =0.755); (c) learner’s participation and involvement (M =4.10, SD
=0.858); (d) website security and support (M =4.02, SD =0.838); (e) institution
commitment (M =4.02, SD =0.909); (f) interactive learning environment (M =3.86, SD
=0.929); (g) instructor competency (M =3.68, SD =0.963); (h) presentation and design
(M =3.60, SD =0.880). The results indicate the relative perceived importance of each
criterion in the implementation success of an e-learning program. The program content,
web page accessibility and learner’s participation and involvement level were rated
highest.
Goi and Ng (2008) failed to describe the population sample, simply describing a
snowball sampling of adults in the public. It is unclear if the population sampled has any
experience with the implementation or utilization of e-learning programs. The results of
the qualitative interviews were not revealed. In addition, they did not describe their
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criteria for what they considered to be an acceptable level of “success factors.” These
limitations should be carefully considered in the interpretation of the results. The
understanding of success factors for the implementation of distance education programs
may translate in success factors that influence the development of a competitive
advantage for distance education programs.
Competitive strategies in distance education. Card and Card (2007) evaluated the
strategies used by three public state universities in South Dakota to understand their goals
for using distance education. The three universities that took part in this study were: the
Technology University (TU), the Land-Grant University (LGU), and the Comprehensive
University (CU). A qualitative method with a case studies approach was used to
understand the three universities’ strategies. Interviews were conducted with faculty
teaching distance education courses and 12 administrators from these programs.
Following the interviews, each administrator was asked to review his/her interpretation
for accuracy and inclusiveness. Policy documents and information from course and
program offerings from each university were also collected and analyzed. The state’s
Board of Regents’ policies and procedures and its contract with the faculty union
regarding distance education was also analyzed to get a perspective on the statewide
context and influences on the university strategies. The three universities were cross-case
analyzed for comparing the differences and evaluating the similarities in their strategies.
The research used Porter’s (1979) and Oster's (1995) model of competitive advantage in
organizations as the theoretical framework for the study.
Card and Card (2007) identified several general similarities in their respective
strategies and some internal process differences. Although each administrator believed

68

that they were successful because their plan and implementation was done in the context
of their university’s mission, it appears that the universities’ approach was more of an
emerging strategy than a strategic plan. Each university originally approached the
distance education experience following the development of a few course initiated by
individual faculty members, the institutions later took an intentional approach by
focusing their program offerings on degrees that were unique to their institution. This was
deemed an effective strategy in a competitive environment. Each university invested
resources in the training and hiring of faculty, although LGU primarily used external
grants for funding the training, TU used the hiring process to select volunteers to develop
distance education course, and CU used a mixed approach. The administration of the
distance education courses was also different among institutions. CU used a centralized
model designed to provide distance education delivery, TU operated in a decentralized
model, and the LGU utilized a hybrid model. Administrators believed that their structure
allowed them to implement their strategies and achieve their mission and goals.
The results of the study by Card and Card (2007) support the findings of the
report published by McCarthy and Samors (2009) recommending the incorporation of the
distance education strategies in the broader mission of the institution. It also supports the
findings from Meyer et al. (2009) to be intentional about the program offerings based on
the strengths of the institution. It remains to be determined if a single method is best to
administer and fund the distance education offerings in a college or university to meet the
institutional mission.
Ranking of institutions and programs. The ranking of institutions and academic
programs in publicly available reports and online databases has grown in popularity since
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the 1980s (Edmiston, 2008). The U.S. News and World Report is often considered as the
gold standard for college ranking systems in the United States because of its
methodology, using dozens of factors to rank more than 1,300 institutions (Edmiston,
2008). Although the ranking system is sometimes challenged, most college and university
administrators understand the importance of the public ranking of their institutions and
programs in their ability to yield important resources (Bastedo & Bowman, 2011;
Edmiston, 2008). A higher ranking may impact the number of research grants available,
the admission criteria of students, and the tuition paid by students, potentially influencing
the competitive advantage of a program (Bastedo & Bowman, 2011).
In January 2012, the U.S. News and World Report publicized the first ranking
system for distance education programs in the United States (Morse & Brooks, 2012).
The ranking methodology used data obtained from institutional surveys related to
measures such as faculty credentials and experience, faculty training, the student support
services and technology, student engagement, peer evaluation, and admission selectivity.
For the first year, the ranking included graduate schools with some healthcare programs,
especially nursing. While the influence of the ranking system from the U.S. News and
World Report on the institution’s brand recognition and the reputation of traditional faceto-face programs is undeniable (Bastedo & Bowman, 2011; Edmiston, 2008), it is still
unknown if the ranking system would influence the development of a competitive
advantage for graduate healthcare distance education programs. Understandably, the
literature search yielded no results pertaining to the influence of college rankings for
distance education programs on the development of a competitive advantage.
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Student experience. This section covers the literature on the competitive
advantage gained by higher education institutions from focusing on the student
experience. The reviewed articles focus on the cost of tuition, student characteristics,
marketing and websites, student satisfaction, retention, and program improvement.
Cost of tuition. The cost of tuition is an important factor in the decision of
students to select academic programs. Meyer (2005) performed a literature review on the
subject of cost-efficiencies in online learning in order to create a conceptual framework
to help academic administrators in the planning and evaluation of costs of distance
education programs. She argued that academic administrators must take the lead to
ensure that the design of online learning programs is cost-effective and productive. The
framework that emerged from the literature was comprised of three elements and seven
factors. Meyer (2005) explained the framework by describing how the cost related to
each element can be impacted by each factor. Only an evaluation of the costs of factors
related to each element would determine the true costs of distance education programs.
The elements listed in the framework were: (a) course and program development, (b)
delivery, and (c) administration. Meyer (2005) contended that the cost of course
development were higher for distance education programs when compared to traditional
face-to-face courses but the cost of delivery and administration of these courses and
programs were lower.
The factors implicated in Meyer's (2005) framework consisted of: (a) students, (b)
faculty, (c) other staff, (d) course design, (e) content, (f) infrastructure, and (g) policy.
The author explained that a larger number of students enrolled in a program contribute to
economies of scale because of the costs can be divided among more students. The faculty
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salaries and benefits represent the largest cost factor in distance education, ranging from
70 to 90% of the total budget. Other employees are often needed for distance education
programs, especially web designers and technology support employees. The addition of
specialized staff increases the costs of course development and need to be considered in
the cost evaluation framework. Similarly, course design requiring more faculty
participation and interaction with students and more multimedia, simulations, or games
will increase the cost of operations. In fact, Meyer (2005) argued that careful planning in
the course design, without a need for constant redesign, may be the single most important
factor for realizing cost-efficiencies in distance education.
Meyer (2005) emphasized that cost-efficiencies can be obtained by using already
developed course content and learning element publicly available to the course designers
and faculty members. This may be to the detriment of course and program differentiation.
The costs related to infrastructure updates, including networks, servers, Internet services
and other equipment can be considerable. The decisions to improve infrastructure factors
can have a significant impact on cost-efficiencies of distance education programs.
Finally, the policies related to financial decisions such as setting tuition, outsourcing
student services, faculty and staff remunerations and workload can significantly impact
the cost of programs and their quality. According to Meyer (2005), the complexity of
program cost evaluation leads many administrators to be unsure about the true costefficiencies of distance education. A comprehensive evaluation process of a program’s
costs can potentially benefit from this framework as institutions develop their strategic
planning initiatives.
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Meyer’s (2005) study did not provide empirical data to support the costefficiencies that may be generated by using such a framework for strategic planning.
Nonetheless, it is understood that a careful evaluation of the cost-benefit of decisions
related to each factor and element can influence the quality of academic programs, the
tuition of students, and potentially the development of competitive advantage for distance
education. As previously discussed, Meyer’s (2005) arguments were later supported by
the works of (Huang et al., 2010; Huang & Lee, 2012; Meyer et al., 2009; Rovai &
Downey, 2010; Varner, 2011).
Student characteristics. The design of targeting strategies for prospective distance
education students should consider the various demographic characteristics of this
population. Pentina and Neeley (2007) aimed to identify characteristic difference
between students who prefer distance education vs. traditional face-to-face methods.
Using a convenience sampling of a population of students enrolled in an undergraduate
business program at a major university, three groups were identified based on their course
delivery enrollment (distance education, daytime traditional, and evening traditional). An
online survey comprised of 77 questions was administered. The questions covered
multiple demographic characteristics, academic performance, previous experience with
distance education classes, distance from campus, innovativeness, time management and
time pressure, social character, intrinsic and extrinsic motivation, and perception of
performance risk and financial risk. Mean scores and analysis of variance (ANOVA)
were performed on the collected data. Reliability coefficients and consistency for the
variables were measured using Cronbach’s alpha.
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Pentina and Neeley (2007) survey was completed by 278 students (158 distance
education, 67 evening, 53 day time). The results indicated no significant differences in
the demographic characteristics of students, the driving time to campus, the time
pressure, and the time management characteristics between distance education and
traditional students. Students enrolled in the distance education course delivery were
more inner-directed, performed significantly better at the midterm examination, and
demonstrated less perceived financial and performance risk when compared to traditional
students. On the contrary, traditional evening class students showed higher extrinsic
motivation than both daytime and distance education students. This study was performed
on a relatively small sample of students enrolled in one course. Having a clear
understanding of the student characteristics in terms of experience and behaviors could
help higher education administrators develop more efficient learning support system for
graduate students enrolled in distance education programs. The development of efficient
support system may, in turn, influence the development of a competitive advantage for
graduate distance education programs.
Understanding the digital abilities and prospective student demographic
information is important for academic administrators looking to develop new competitive
distance education programs. Kaifi et al. (2009) evaluated the learner’s views, needs and
wants for a distance education program based on their demographic information and
digital competency level. Using a survey instrument, the researcher looked at how
demographic factors impacted distance education preference. There were 15 dependent
variables of computer “savviness” factors that were correlated with six independent
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variables of demographic factors. Correlation and multiple regression analyses were
performed to estimate the relationship between variables.
The results of the study performed by Kaifi et al. (2009) demonstrated that a total
of 203 undergraduate students completed the survey. The study indicated that gender, age
group, ethnicity, employment status, and education level were statistically related to
several of the computer competency variables studied. Program of study was statistically
correlated to only one of the dependent variables. The results provide a method to
evaluate the relationship between enrolled undergraduate student demographic
characteristics and their digital competency level. Knowledge of this information may be
useful for administrators looking to expand their distance education program offerings.
Marketing and websites. The competitive nature of distance education is forcing
colleges and universities to invest time and resources to develop marketing strategies to
leverage the public perception and market advantages of their programs. Adams and
Eveland (2007) evaluated the nature of website marketing strategies employed by
different categories of distance education institutions to promote their programs. The
research used a qualitative approach to evaluate the differences in the marketing images,
messages, strategies, and promises used by traditional-residential institutions, nontraditional accredited distance education institutions (mostly for-profit), and nonaccredited institutions. The authors also sought to determine what aspects of institutional
reputation are emphasized on the landing pages of these different groups. A content
analysis was performed on 150 distance education university entry website pages,
including 50 in each institutional group. Using a reiterative method of identifying
categories and keywords, the researchers developed a coding scheme organized in four
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categories: images, testimonials, benefits, and attributes. A nine-item scale was also
created to capture the latent and underlying message presented by each institution. A
single check was used to indicate the occurrence of a keyword within each category. The
inter-observer reliability (using Holsti’s coefficient) was initially tested with a small
sample of 18 webpages and demonstrated 88% agreement across the four categories and
90% across the nine-item scale. Finally, a quantitative evaluation of the frequency of
each checklist and relationship between the items (using Chi-Square analysis) was
performed.
The results of the study by Adams and Eveland (2007) demonstrated minimal
differences among the promotional images, marketing messages (including testimonials,
promises and benefits, and attributes), and marketing themes between the categories of
institutions. The traditional-residential institutions used more brand name (30%) and
culture (9%) market themes, and focus their distance education program marketing
efforts towards their residential students. Conversely, they emphasized less the personal
success, career advancement, professional success, increased earning potential, and costeffectiveness than non-traditional accredited distance education institutions (mostly forprofit), and non-accredited institutions. It appears that most institutions replicate the
majority of the marketing themes from other institutions, regardless of the category. The
study by Adams and Eveland (2007) provides data demonstrating a lack of clear
competitive advantage visualized on the distance education marketing content from
webpages of higher education institutions.
The importance of the information presented on websites of higher education
institutions to inform, impress and recruit students interested in distance education
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programs was also studied by Meyer and Wilson (2010). The objective was to assess how
well institutions’ websites perform to gain a competitive advantage. The researchers used
a mixed quantitative and qualitative method to evaluate how accessible the relevant
program information was displayed on institution’s website and determine what the
higher education’s virtual face indicates about competitive advantage in distance
education programs. The authors initially interviewed two individuals responsible for
planning and evaluating the need and potential for success of new distance education
programs at different institutions. They came up with nine elements that were used to
determine the competitive advantage of a program based on the website information. A
recursive process was used to select 40 institutions in 40 different states across all four
Carnegie types of colleges and universities, including rural, urban, large and small
institutions. The descriptive analysis used evaluated for the presence or absence of the
information on the websites, the number of clicks needed to reach the information and the
frequency and percentage of information present across all institutions. The qualitative
portion included the identification of consistent themes across sites as they related to the
creation of a competitive advantage.
The quantitative results of the study by Meyer and Wilson (2010) demonstrated
aggregated data for the nine elements (average number of click to find the information,
number of websites missing the information): enrollment numbers (n.a., 40); faculty
teaching in the program (4.5, 37); assessment information on the program (4.0, 39);
library services for distance education students (3.9, 32); tuition price (3.7, 21); student
support services distance education (3.3, 20); number of distance education programs
offered (3.1,22); application and registration services distance education (2.9, 5); mission
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statement (2.4, 0). The qualitative themes that emerged from this study demonstrated that
a competitive advantage could be gained if the following information was made readily
available for students: (a) inclusion of distance education in the language of the mission
statement; (b) enrolment numbers in the distance education programs (if deemed
satisfactory); (c) price for distance education program (if cost advantage over competitors
is present); (d) information on the faculty teaching in the programs; (e) assessment
performance on program outcome measures (if satisfactory); (f) ease of distance
education access to library services; (g) ease of distance education access to student
support and administrative services. The study conducted by Meyer and Wilson (2010)
provided a methodology to guide colleges and universities to perform a self and
comparative evaluation of an institution’s website information to achieve a competitive
advantage over other programs or institutions.
The institutional services available on a college or university website were also
studied by Meyer and Jones (2012). Using the Kano method of analyzing customer
satisfaction, the authors evaluated the perspective of graduate students enrolled in
distance education or blended programs at two higher education institution on the student
services available on the institution’s website. The researchers used a quantitative survey
instrument to acquire demographic and enrollment information on the students and
determine their rating on 30 web-based services as “must have”, “nice to have”,
“delighted to have (but not necessary)”, or “I’m indifferent to the service”. The frequency
of responses and a Chi-Square Goodness of Fit were calculated to evaluate the variance
and distribution.
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A total of 42 students rated the survey developed by Meyer and Jones (2012).
Degree program and requirement (100%), program costs (95%), distance education
course registration (94.9%), financial aid information (92.3%), course offerings (89.7%),
distance education application (89.7%), and distance education payment of fees (89.7%)
were the highest “must have” services voted. Podcasts of lectures (53.8%), faculty
achievements (48.7%), areas university excels in (46.2%), photos of athletic events
(43.6%), and names and background of administrators (42.5%) were the highest “nice to
have” services voted by the students. Stories about alumni (38.5%), i-Phone applications
(35.9%), university contributions (35.0%), Facebook, Twitter connections (33.3%), and
university strategic plan (33.3%) were voted the highest “delighted to have (but not
necessary)” services. The results also indicated that the age of the student did not impact
the majority of the perceived importance of a distance education service, especially the
operational services (e.g. course offerings, way to pay fees distance education, list of
courses distance education, etc.). The research conducted by Meyer and Jones (2012)
provided initial data to help administrators prioritize their investment of resources in the
services offered on websites for graduate students enrolled in distance education or
blended programs. Future studies could correlate the data collected in the student’s
perception with usage level of each service available on an institution’s website.
Student satisfaction. Student satisfaction in e-learning is an important factor to
measure the quality of the distance education experience (Udo et al., 2011). Beqiri,
Chase, and Bishka (2010) investigated potential factors impacting the satisfaction level of
students enrolled in distance education business courses. The authors specifically
evaluated the relationship between the student satisfaction with distance education and
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blended courses and various factors related to their education experience and their
sociodemographic status. A survey was constructed based on pilot data from a previous
unpublished study. The population consisted of 962 students (767 undergraduates, 195
graduates) enrolled at Gonzaga University (GU) in Washington State. The questionnaire
was comprised of three parts: sociodemographic questions, student perception about
distance education vs. blended courses (both using five-point Likert scale questions), and
open ended questions asking students to share their distance education experience. Data
analysis comprised descriptive statistics, one-tailed t tests, paired samples t test, variance
F statistic, simple linear and multiple regression analysis.
The results of the study performed by Beqiri et al. (2010) were derived from 240
respondents (168 undergraduates, 72 graduates). Male students reported a higher level of
satisfaction with distance education courses (M=1.81, SD=0.83) than females (M=1.65,
SD=0.83). The difference was marginally significant (t(238)=1.55, p=.06). Married
respondents were also significantly more satisfied with the distance education courses
(M=2.48, SD=0.76) compared to single students (M=1.62, SD=0.75), (t(238)=6.11,
p<.001). In addition, students who lived more than one mile away from campus were
statistically more satisfied with the distance education courses (M=2.24, SD=0.90) when
compared with students living less than one mile away from campus (M=1.50, SD=0.63),
(t(238)=7.42, p<.001). Graduate students also reported that they were more satisfied with
distance education courses (M=2.54, SD=0.84) than were undergraduate students
(M=1.40, SD=0.49), (t(238)=13.18, p<.001). This was the variable with the largest impact
on the student satisfaction. Age of the students was also a statistically significant factor
demonstrated by the regression analysis. The model (F(1,238)=50.31, p<.001) explained
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17.1% of the variance of the student satisfaction with the distance education courses. The
regression model was also found to statistically significant (F(1,238)=9.20, p=.003) if a
student perceived distance education courses as an appropriate way of learning or if they
“liked distance education courses” (F(1,238)=14.76, p<.001). Finally, the surveys also
indicated a more favorable response for blended courses when compared to fully distance
education courses. The data from this study provided insight on the factors that influence
the satisfaction of students with distance education business classes. Limitations of the
study included the single institution and program surveyed. Future study could attempt to
evaluate additional predictors of student satisfaction involving different institutions or
programs. Knowledge of the factors impacting the satisfaction of students in a distance
education program can potentially influence the development of a competitive advantage
for these programs.
A study performed by Ali and Ahmad (2011) aimed to evaluate the relationship
among key factors to determine the student’s level of satisfaction in distance education
learning courses. The authors initially identified three main categories of factors
influencing the student satisfaction based on their review of the literature: studentinstructor interaction, instructor performance, and course evaluation. Using convenience
sampling, the researchers surveyed 245 students of the Allama Iqbal Open University in
Pakistan using a 26 item questionnaire. The population comprised students enrolled in
four academic levels: intermediate, bachelor, master’s or other. The questions had been
previously validated by other studies on the subject. Each item was measured on a fivepoint Likert scale. Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was used to determine the reliability of
the questions in a prior pilot study comprised of 23 respondents. Descriptive statistics,
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Pearson’s correlation coefficients (r), and a regression analysis were used for to evaluate
the variables.
The results of the study performed by Ali and Ahmad (2011) indicated that the
student-instructor interaction (M=3.74, SD=.553, r=.413, p<.05), instructor performance
(M=3.66, SD=.643, r=.616, p<.05), and course evaluation (M=3.79, SD=.531, r=.637,
p<.05) had a positively statistically significant influence on the student satisfaction
(M=3.65, SD=.676) of the distance education courses. The results of the regression
analysis demonstrated that the variation of the responses related to the dependent variable
“student satisfaction” was caused by the following independent variables: studentinstructor interaction (β=.583, p<.05, t=6.59), instructor performance (β=.721, p<.05,
t=7.66), and course evaluation (β=.510, p<.05, t=7.068). The study confirmed that the
variables used in this model could predict the student satisfaction within a course with a
high power level F=89.897 (p<.001). Limitations included the relatively small sample of
students surveyed in a single institution. Future studies could evaluate if this model
would apply to students enrolled in distance education courses in various programs at
other universities.
Retention. As the growth of distance education programs continues to take place,
administrators are continuously looking for ways to reduce student attrition rates. Boston
and Ice (2011) used student data, enrollment data and academic achievement data from
20,569 students from the American Public University to evaluate the type of students
who enroll at a distance education institution and the factors that influence distance
education student retention. The authors used descriptive statistics and multiple
regression analysis to evaluate the relationship between the student data and 116 pre-
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identified predictor variables. Given the large percentage of part-time students enrolled at
the institution, the researchers defined retention as “the progressive reenrollment in
college, whether continuous from one term to the next or temporarily interrupted and then
resumed” (p.7).
The results of the study performed by Boston and Ice (2011) indicated that the
absence of transfer credit received by the student was the predictor variable (based on
adjusted r-square) with the most significance, followed by the total number of
registrations / courses, the students whose last grade received was an F, the students
whose last grade was a W, and the students whose GPA is 4.0. The relatively high
predictor variable for attrition from the students whose GPA is 4.0 was thought to be
secondary to the fact that high achieving student tend to transfer to a more recognized or
traditional institution after earning good grades. This study was limited by the fact that it
included data from a single institution, that a relatively high percentage of students are
from the military and that the data did not include graduate students. Future work could
include data on student interactions within the learning environment. As program
administrators better understand the factors that impact the retention rates of students in
distance education programs, they may be able to develop successful support systems or
interventions that could increase student retention. Knowledge of this information may
influence the development of a competitive advantage for distance education programs.
Understanding the factors that improve the completion rates of students enrolled
in distance education programs has also been investigated through a multi-institution
research proof of concept by Ice et al. (2012). The project is known as the Predictive
Analytics Reporting (PAR) Framework and was funded by the Bill & Melinda Gates
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foundation and guided by a management team from the WICHE Cooperative for
Educational Technologies (WCET), a self-funded unit of the Western Interstate
Commission for Higher Education (WICHE). The framework aimed at identifying factors
impacting loss, progression, and completion for postsecondary students. PAR
investigators aggregated student and course data from six institutions comprised of
community college, public, private and for-profit categories into one large dataset. The
dataset collected included over 3,000,000 course records and over 640,000 student
records. Within the production phase, 33 common variables were identified and
commonly defined in all six institutions. The data were explored for patterns of variance
among particular demographic and institutional characteristics. Descriptive statistics,
linear and logistic regression models, Chi-Square Automated Interaction Detection
(CHAID), t-tests, and ANOVAs statistics were performed to identify and define marked
outcome differences in the variables. Beta coefficients were created to determine if
variable is associated with a higher likelihood of remaining active or graduating.
The results of the proof of concept study by Ice et al. (2012) indicated that the
following variables were more likely associated with a risk of becoming inactive: more
degree hours that a student attempted (not completed), female student, gender unknown,
age and several of the race categories except white, particularly American Indian, Alaska
Native, race unknown, or multiple races. The number of degree hours attempted (not
completed) was the highest contributor to the likelihood of becoming inactive. The
limitations of this study included a larger proportion of students (80%) from for-profit
institutions, influencing to a greater level the results. Other factors the incomplete
presentation of the data limited by publication space, the potential differences in the
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collection of the data by each institution and the limited potential for generalizing the
results.
Program improvement. Learning analytics are increasingly utilized by higher
education institutions to evaluate large student dataset with the intent to improve the
learning and education experience (Macfadyen & Dawson, 2012). In their study,
Macfadyen and Dawson (2012) initially examined the data from the “current state”
utilization of the learning management system (LMS) at a large research-intensive
university. Following the creation and presentation of reports on the collected data to an
advisory committee on learning technologies, the researchers examined the subsequent
impact of the analytics reporting on the institutional decision-making processes. A
longitudinal participant observation method was used as a qualitative study. The authors
observed the discussions of the advisory committee, comprised of 35 representatives
from the institution’s academic, information technology, and learning technology units
chaired by senior administrators for a period of 18 months. The committee was charged
to evaluate the current usage of the LMS and its tools and develop a vision, roadmap and
plan for the institution’s next generation learning technology environment. The authors
also reviewed public and private process documents from the committee.
LMS tracking data from 95,132 undergraduate student enrollments were analyzed
in the report published by Macfadyen and Dawson (2012). The report described the LMS
users “average time distance education” and students’ usage of LMS tools and course
content file type. The average student time spent per “learning activity category” (i.e.
engagement with learning community, working with content, assessment, and
administrative tasks) was correlated with the student achievement measures and
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displayed in the report. The report indicated significant positive correlations between the
student’s activities in the LMS and their final grades, notably: participation level in the
course-based discussions (r=.83, p<.01); number of discussion messages read (r=.95,
p<.001); number of discussion replies posted (r=.94, p<.0001); use of course content
material (r=.89, p<.001); and student visits to the “my grades” tool (r=.93, p<.0001).
After presenting the report to the advisory committee on the current state of the
LMS utilization at the institution, the committee conveyed monthly for a period of 18
months. The observation made by Macfadyen and Dawson (2012) during the committee
meetings and the collected documents determined that no further utilization of the data
from the report or interpretation of the findings were made in later stages of decisionmaking initiatives. It was determined that the analytics data from the LMS usage did not
have a significant impact on the institutional planning process. This research provided
preliminary data to correlate the utilization of LMS learning activities at a researchintensive institution with the student outcome measures. It also presented a qualitative
case study on the challenges associated with the utilization of data in the decision making
process for administrators faced with program improvement responsibilities. The use of
data from learning analytics in distance education programs could be used by program
administrators to improve programs and develop a competitive advantage over competing
institutions.
Faculty experience. Subsequent to the growth in popularity of distance education,
virtual universities have emerged to provide distance education learning programs
without the need for a physical campus presence (Lefebvre, 2008). The majority of these
universities are for-profit, with a goal of providing distance education using cost-effective
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delivery models. Lefebvre (2008) researched the demographic profile, employment
motivation, and changing roles of virtual faculty who hold part-time appointments at such
institutions. The author utilized data from two previous studies performed in conjunction
with the publication of this research (Lefebvre, 2007, 2009). The first group of data was
acquired from a survey containing 39 close-ended and 24 open-ended questions and a
series of semi-structured telephone interviews completed by a group of 42 part-time
faculty members working for virtual universities under the Accrediting Commission for
Senior Colleges and Universities for the Western Association of Schools and Colleges
(WASC). A second group of faculty (84) from another virtual university (Walden
University) was surveyed for demographic data using 12 close-ended questions. The
combined data from both studies was compared with the results of previously published
data at campus-based institutions (Cataldi, Fahimi, Bradburn, & Zimbler, 2005;
Chronister, Baldwin, & Conley, 1997; Conley & Leslie, 2002). Only descriptive statistics
were used for data analysis.
The results of the study by Lefebvre (2008) demonstrated no significant
differences in gender, job tenure, and number of faculty who consider their part-time
appointment as primary employment between the faculty working at virtual universities
and campus-based universities. However, virtual faculty appeared to be older and have a
greater likelihood of having retired from another position. They had more experience
working in academia and hold more often a terminal degree. The WASC virtual faculty
were motivated to teach because it brought them “satisfaction interacting with older, nontraditional graduate student and facilitating their success” (p.41). The faculty teaching at
virtual universities had a primary function of teaching. Only 9% of their time allocation
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was for research and 7% was for service. The data from this research demonstrates that
the virtual universities are able to attract teachers from a rich pool of experienced,
credentialed faculty creating a competitive advantage over campus-based institutions.
The study was limited by the use of multiple sources for the data using different
instruments. Future studies could focus on evaluating the correlation of specific
demographic factors and the perceived competitive advantage gained by distance
education programs.
The role of faculty members in the development and delivery of a distance
education program is essential. Researchers from Purdue University Calumet (USA)
developed a Distance Education Mentoring Program (DEMP) to assist faculty in
developing high quality distance education courses (Hixon, Barczyk, Buckenmeyer, &
Feldman, 2011). A program evaluation of the DEMP was performed after four years of
implementation. The researchers used a quantitative survey to determine the effectiveness
of the program. The four cohorts of faculty (called protégés) who participated in the
program between 2006 and 2010 were invited to complete a survey containing 72
questions on a four-point Likert scale, 58 of which were related to the characteristics and
outcomes of the mentoring program as well as the quality management aspects of the
DEMP. The remaining 14 questions were demographic items. The reliability of the
survey was calculated using Cronbach’s alpha.
The survey in the study by (Hixon et al., 2011) was completed by 47 faculty
members (response rate of 51.1%). The participants’ responses indicated that they were
satisfied with the program and that they were able to utilize the information in their
teaching. Three program characteristics were evaluated based on multiple questions from
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the questionnaire. A regression analysis performed on three factors (focus on
instructional design for distance education learning (α=.91, N=8questions), qualities of
the mentoring relationship (α=.94, N=15questions), and the collaborative qualities of the
program (α=.92, N=8questions)) explained 59% of the variance in the participants’
perception of the effectiveness of the program (R2=.59, F(3,43)=19.42, p<.001).
Specifically, the perception on the collaborative atmosphere of the program significantly
predicted the program effectiveness (β=.80, p=.001). In addition, the respondent’s
answers to their perception of the ability to apply the knowledge and skills they learned
in the program did not differ significantly between cohort groups (years 1-3: M=3.13, SD
= .73; year 4: M=3.50, SD=.67). Findings from this study suggest that the implementation
of a mentoring program was perceived positively by the faculty. Future studies to
evaluate the effectiveness of the program would need to reproduce the results at a
different institution and would require an evaluation of its effectiveness on the
performance outcomes of the students. The mentoring program studied by Hixon et al.
(2011) supports the work of multiple authors (Huang & Lee, 2012; Meyer et al., 2009;
Rovai & Downey, 2010) regarding the need for training of faculty members in effective
pedagogical techniques to deliver distance education courses. More effective teaching
techniques may influence the success and competitive advantage of distance education
programs.
Review of the Methodology
The literature review evaluated the findings related to 28 articles, reports, and
dissertation work published between 2004 and 2012. Table 2.5 presents a synthesis of the
subjects reviewed and the methodology used in each publication. The majority of the
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literature analyzed within this chapter consisted of empirical work using qualitative,
quantitative, or mixed research methods. A few reviews of the literature on specific
subjects were included in Table 2.5 based on their contribution to the overall literature
presented in the chapter.

Table 2.5
Methodological Review and Subject Categories
Author

Date

Lynch
Meyer
Osika
Card
Adams
Pentina
Gazi
Lefebvre
Kaifi
McCarthy
Seaman
Meyer
Goi
Beqiri
Huang
Meyer
Rovai
Ali
Boston
Essary
Jung
Hixon
Udo
Varner
Huang
Macfadyen
Meyer
Ice

2004
2005
2006
2007
2007
2007
2008
2008
2009
2009
2009
2009
2009
2010
2010
2010
2010
2011
2011
2011
2011
2011
2011
2011
2012
2012
2012
2012

Type of
study

QL

X
X

QN
RL
RL
X

Strategic Management
GFI
X
X

X

X

RL

X

RL

X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X

BQA
X

CS
X

CR

CT

X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X

X

X

X

X

R

PI
X

X

X

X

X
X

X

X

X
X
X

X
X
X

X
X

X

X
X

X

X
X

X
X
X

X

Faculty
Experience

X

X

X
X
X
X

Student
Experience
SC MW SS

X

X

X
X

X

X

X

Selected Factors Influencing the Development of a Competitive Advantage
for Distance Education Programs

X
X

X
X

X

Competitive
Advantage
in Higher
Education

X
X
X

X
X
X
X

X
X

X

X

X

X

X
X

X

X

X

X

X

X
X
X

X

X
X

X
X
X

X
X
X

X

Note. RL=Review of the Literature; QL=Qualitative; QN=Quantitative; GFI=Guideline for Implementation;
BQA=Benchmarks and Quality Assurance; CS=Competitive Strategies; CR=College Rating; CT= Cost of Tuition;
SC=Student Characteristics; MW=Marketing & Websites; SS=Student Satisfaction; R=Retention; PI=Program
Improvement.

The publications covered 12 subjects included within two main categories. The
first category included the literature pertaining to competitive advantage in higher
education. The second category included the literature on selected factors influencing the
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development of a competitive advantage for distance education programs. This latter
category was further divided in three main sub-categories containing 11 different subjects
that emerged from the empirical articles reviewed: (a) strategic management of distance
education programs, including the subjects of benchmarks and quality assurance
practices, guidelines for implementation, competitive strategies, and college rankings; (b)
student experience, including the subjects of cost of tuition, student characteristics,
marketing and websites, student satisfaction, retention, and program improvement; and
(c) faculty experience. Some publications covered more than one subject and were
described as such.
A comparison of the number of publications covering each subject and the
relative percentage of the research methods (i.e., qualitative, quantitative, and mixed)
used in these publications is included in Table 2.6. Only empirical studies were
considered in this evaluation. At the time of this writing, these publications are
representative of the body of work that has been done so far on the subject.
A quantitative methodology was used in 15 publications (63%), a qualitative
method was used in five publications (21%), and mixed methods were used in four
publications (17%). There were five subjects at the top of the list of the most frequently
covered, each with seven publications (29%). These subjects were: benchmarks and
quality assurance, marketing and websites, program improvement, and faculty
experience. Low frequencies of covered subjects were found with the competitive
advantage for higher education, guidelines for implementation, student characteristics,
cost of tuition, and retention, each with four publications (17%). The lowest number of
publications was found with the subject of college rankings (1, 4%).
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The quantitative method was the predominant technique used to evaluate the
following subjects: college rankings (100% of publications reviewed on the subject),
student satisfaction (86%), student characteristics (75%), retention (75%), and faculty
experience (71%). The qualitative method was not used as a predominant research
technique to evaluate any of the subjects, although it was used in half of the publications
Table 2.6
Number and Percentage of Articles Reviewed Based on Subject and Research Method
(N=24)
Categories
Competitive
Advantage in
Higher Education
SFIDCADEP
Strategic
Management

Student
Experience

Subjects
Competitive
Advantage in
Higher Education

Qualitative
2 (50)

Mixed
0 (0)

Quantitative
2 (50)

Total
4 (17)

Guidelines for
Implementation
Benchmarks and
Quality Assurance
Competitive
Strategies
College Rankings

2 (50)

0 (0)

2 (50)

4 (17)

3 (43)

0 (0)

4 (57)

7 (29)

2 (40)

1 (20)

2 (40)

5 (21)

0 (0)

0 (0)

1 (100)

1 (4)

Cost of Tuition
Student
Characteristics
Marketing &
Websites
Student Satisfaction
Retention
Program
Improvement

2 (50)
1 (25)

0 (0)
0 (0)

2 (50)
3 (75)

4 (17)
4 (17)

1 (14)

2 (29)

4 (57)

7 (29)

1 (14)
1 (25)
2 (29)

0 (0)
0 (0)
1 (14)

6 (86)
3 (75)
4 (57)

7 (29)
4 (17)
7 (29)

Faculty
Faculty Experience
1 (14)
1 (14)
5 (71)
7 (29)
Experience
Note. SFIDCADEP = Specific Factors Influencing the Development of Competitive
Advantage for Distance Education Programs. Data indicates the number of publications
covering each subject (percentage of articles). Some of the publications covered multiple
subjects.
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reviewed on the following subjects: competitive advantage for higher education,
guidelines for implementation, and cost of tuition (50%). The mixed method was used
less frequently than other methods for the evaluation of the subjects (4, 17%). Mixed
methods were used to evaluate the following subjects: competitive strategies, marketing
and websites, and faculty experience.
Research Gaps and Recommendations
The literature review performed on the topic of competitive advantage of distance
education programs revealed a quantity of empirical studies, dissertations, public reports,
and literature reviews focusing on multiple subjects. This section introduces the gaps in
the literature as evidenced by the review of the literature and proposes a series of
recommendations for potential future studies to address the gaps.
First, there is a perceived paucity of empirical data focusing on the competitive
advantage, the administration, and the strategic management perspectives of distance
education programs. This is especially prominent for graduate healthcare programs where
no previous research was uncovered in this literature review. There is an overall limited
quantity and quality of empirical literature on this field of inquiry.
Most studies reviewed in this search either evaluated students at the
undergraduate level or in a non-specific level. Meyer and Jones (2012) were the only
authors reviewed who focused their study on graduate students. Ali Ahmad (2011) also
considered the graduate level in the analysis of their data. The results obtained by Beqiri
et al. (2010) demonstrated that the graduate level enrollment status of students in distance
education courses was the most significant factor evaluated in their study to determine
the impact on the student satisfaction. There is a perceived gap in the literature on

93

competitive advantage of graduate-level distance education programs demonstrated by
the limited number of empirical studies focusing on graduate students.
There are a limited number of articles that concentrated their evaluation of private
non-for-profit institutions. Most articles included a mixture of institution categories or
looked specifically at public institutions (Card & Card, 2007; McCarthy & Samors, 2009;
Seaman, 2009; Udo et al., 2011). There is a perceived limitation in the methodology used
in the studies that utilize a mixture of public, private, for-profit, non-for-profit, virtual, or
hybrid institutions because they often operate under different business models and
organizational structures. Therefore, it makes the evaluation of competitive advantage
difficult to perform because they are based on different context. Future studies could
compare the competitive advantage of distance education programs based on the different
types of institutions.
There is a perceived variation among the different authors of the articles reviewed
concerning the factors that determine quality measures or competitive advantage in
distance education. Osika (2006) identified 46 factors as part of a concentric support
model used to support the planning and evaluation of distance education programs. Goi
and Ng (2008) utilized eight factors of quality in their study on factors contributing to the
success of an implementation of an e-learning program. Meyer et al. (2009) presented 10
principles for the creation of financial sustainability among distance education programs.
Udo et al. (2011) used nine key measures in their study evaluating the student’s
perception of quality in distance education using a service quality assurance method.
Huang and Lee (2012) proposed the use of 43 factors divided among three categories and
13 themes to determine their relationship competitive advantage and institutional
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performance. Jung (2011) finally used seven key measures of quality in the evaluation of
distance education programs based on the learner’s perspective. The lack of uniformity in
the type of factors used by authors to evaluate the quality or the principles for success of
distance education factors represents a gap in the literature. The same is true for the
factors involved in the development of a competitive advantage for distance education
programs. Future studies could attempt to create a uniform list of factors that define
“quality” or “competitive advantage” in distance education.
Many of the studies reviewed were performed at a single institution or included
data from a limited number of colleges or universities, programs or courses (Ali &
Ahmad, 2011; Beqiri et al., 2010; Boston & Ice, 2011). Future studies could extend the
sampling of the population to multiple institutions, programs or courses to reduce the
sampling bias.
The search yielded a small number of articles focusing on operating costs of
distance education programs and market forces as they related to the development of a
competitive advantage. Only Meyer (2005), Meyer et al. (2009), Meyer and Wilson
(2010), Rovai and Downey (2010), Varner (2011), and Huang and Lee (2012) considered
these factors in their evaluation. There is a perceived gap in the competitive distance
education literature demonstrated by the paucity of empirical articles on the subjects of
cost-efficiencies, cost of operations, cost reduction and the relevance of market forces in
the creation of a competitive advantage.
The methodology review section revealed that the search provided only a limited
number of empirical articles utilizing a quantitative evaluation method for the following
subjects: guideline for implementation, competitive strategies, college rankings, and cost
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of tuition. The search also yielded a small number of qualitative empirical articles
overall, with no empirical publications utilizing a qualitative evaluation method for
college rankings. In addition, there was an overall paucity of empirical articles on the
following subjects: competitive advantage for higher education, guidelines for
implementation, student characteristics, cost of tuition, retention, and college rankings.
Summary
The chapter presented a synthesis and analysis of the literature review performed
on the topic of competitive advantage for distance education programs. The first section
described the method used to perform the literature review. This section discussed the
inclusion and exclusion criteria that guided the selection of the studies, articles, reports
and academic dissertations reviewed in this chapter. The following section presented the
review of the literature focusing primarily on identifying the factors that influence the
development of a competitive advantage for graduate distance education programs. A
synthesis of the literature was presented in the third section by categorizing the factors
identified and evaluating the methods used in the empirical studies reviewed. Finally, the
fourth section discussed an analysis of the research gaps and limitations that emerged
from the literature review.
Twelve subjects included within two main categories emerged from the literature
review. The first category included the literature pertaining to competitive advantage in
higher education. The second category included the literature on selected factors
influencing the development of a competitive advantage for distance education programs.
The latter category was further divided in three main sub-categories containing 11
different subjects that emerged from the publications reviewed: (a) strategic management

96

of distance education programs, including the subjects of benchmarks and quality
assurance practices, guidelines for implementation, competitive strategies, and college
rankings; (b) student experience, including the subjects of cost of tuition, student
characteristics, marketing and websites, student satisfaction, retention, and program
improvement; and (c) faculty experience. The majority of articles reviewed utilized a
quantitative method to evaluate the subjects. Fewer articles used qualitative or mixed
techniques.
The research conducted by Huang and Lee (2012) was more closely related to the
purpose of this study where the authors examined the relationship between the factors of
competitive advantage for higher technical and vocational education institutions in
Taiwan and institutional performance measures. While the context is different from this
study, Huang and Lee’s (2012) theoretical framework and their list of competitive
advantage factors and performance outcomes could potentially be adapted for the context
of graduate healthcare distance education programs. Multiple other studies (Meyer et al.,
2009; Osika, 2006; Rovai & Downey, 2010; Varner, 2011) have provided a
comprehensive list of potential factors that may influence the development of a
competitive advantage for distance education programs. It remains unclear if the factors
published by these authors would influence the development of a competitive advantage
for graduate healthcare distance education programs.
An evaluation of the gaps and recommendation for future studies was performed.
There is an overall limited quantity and quality of empirical literature on this field of
inquiry. Few studies focused on graduate programs. Authors use different quality
measures to evaluate distance education programs. Many of the studies used a mixture of
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institutions (i.e., private, public, for-profit, non-for-profit, virtual, or hybrid) without
reporting differences between them or a single institution to sample their participants.
Given the different business models among these various types of institutions, the
evaluation of competitive advantage may not be generalizable across the categories.
There was finally a paucity of empirical articles on the subjects of cost efficiencies, cost
of operation, cost reduction and the relevance of market forces in the creation of a
competitive advantage.
As the globalization of higher education continues to evolve in part though the
growth of distance education, academic administrators experience increased pressures to
develop competitive strategies to grow their programs. In an increasing competitive
market, colleges and universities are looking for ways to leverage their strengths to
develop competitive advantages. However, the factors that influence the development of
a competitive advantage for graduate distance education programs remain unclear. This is
especially true for healthcare programs. The research will identify and rate the factors
that influence the development of a competitive advantage for graduate healthcare
distance education programs as perceived by higher education administrators. Knowledge
of these factors will help academic administrators align and focus their strategic
management plan to ensure the success of their programs.
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Chapter 3: Methodology
Introduction
The enrollment of students in higher education has increased throughout the last
decade (Snyder & Dillow, 2012). This phenomenon has been associated with an increase
in popularity in distance education programs (Allen & Seaman, 2011). Without the
constraints of time and space, distance education provides a flexible learning
environment allowing students to fit their learning through their busy work or family
obligations (Lei & Gupta, 2010). As a result, colleges are able to reach a large student
audience without the geographic limitations inherent to classroom courses and programs.
As the demand for increased flexibility and convenience of distance programs
grew among students, many institutions seized the opportunity to increase their market
share by developing new distance education programs or converting traditional programs
to a distance education environment (Dykman & Davis, 2008a). This movement has been
observed across different disciplines, including healthcare programs. As higher education
administrators attempt to develop successful distance education programs while
addressing expanded competition, they need to understand the factors that provide a
competitive advantage to their programs (Essary, 2011). Unfortunately, there is limited
empirical information available to help guide administrators in the planning and
development of successful distance education programs (Meyer et al., 2009; Shelton,
2010).
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This chapter describes the methodology of the dissertation research project of the
candidate. The general perspective, research context, research participants, survey
instrument, procedures, and data analysis pertaining to the study are discussed. The
survey questions are presented in Appendix A.
General Perspective
Based on a postpositivist philosophy (scientific and standardized research
philosophy where researchers separate themselves from the phenomenon under
investigation but consider the results within the context of inquiry (Phoenix et al., 2013)),
this study used a quantitative, descriptive research method to identify and rate the factors
that influence the development of a competitive advantage in graduate healthcare
distance education programs as perceived by higher education institution administrators.
According to (Creswell, 2009), the quantitative method is well suited to identify the
elements that influence outcomes. The research used a survey design with a crosssectional approach (i.e., evaluating many different subjects at one given time). Surveys
are a useful data collection tool to collect attitudes or opinions of a population by
studying a sample of that population (Creswell, 2009). From this sample data, inferences
are made to generalize the findings to a larger population.
The survey collected information from the respondents to answer three specific
research questions:
1. What are the factors that influence the development of a competitive
advantage for graduate healthcare distance education programs as perceived
by higher education administrators?
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2. How do higher education administrators of graduate healthcare distance
education programs rate the influence of each factor for the development of a
competitive advantage?
3. Are internal resources and capabilities or external industry structure and
context perceived as more influential by higher education administrators in the
development of a competitive advantage for the graduate healthcare distance
education programs?
The results of this research will be used primarily by academic administrators
who oversee graduate healthcare distance education programs. Knowledge of this
information will help them align and focus their strategic management plan to ensure the
success of their programs.
Research Context
The research took place at multiple higher education institutions across the United
States (non-inclusive of the territories) that offer graduate level healthcare distance
education programs. This includes both private (i.e., not operated by governments) and
public (i.e., receiving funding from the state and/or the federal government) institutions.
Private institutions included both non-profit (i.e., uses operating financial surplus to
achieve its goals instead of distributing them as profits or dividends) and for-profit (i.e.,
profit seeking) colleges and universities in the research. Only programs that offered
master’s and doctorate level degrees were included. Post-graduate certificate programs
were excluded. In addition, 80% or more of the programmatic coursework must have
been provided electronically through an online (i.e., web-based) medium in order to
qualify as distance education (Allen & Seaman, 2011).
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For the purpose of this study, a healthcare program was considered as an
educational program that trains future healthcare clinicians. A clinician is a physician or
other qualified person who is involved in the treatment and observation of living patients,
as distinguished from one engaged in research (Random House Kernerman Webster's
College Dictionary, 2010). Therefore, healthcare-related programs that educate students
in non-clinical sciences were excluded from this study.
The educational programs and institutions that met the above criteria were
selected by the candidate from a publicly available online search database called “College
Navigator” (National Center for Education Statistics, 2012a). The database contains the
latest reported institutional information available from the Integrated Postsecondary
Education Data System (IPEDS). From this database, the researcher collected the
following information: (a) name of the institution; (b) type of institution (i.e., public,
private non-profit, private for-profit); (c) the institution’s classification based on the basic
Carnegie classification, (Carnegie Foundation, 2010); (d) the website address for the
institution; and (e) the name of the graduate healthcare distance education programs that
meet the inclusion criteria for the 2011-2012 academic year. A list of the graduate
healthcare distance education programs that met the inclusion criteria, along with the
level of graduate coursework, was obtained from a preliminary search performed in
September 2013. The list of programs and degrees awarded is reported in Table 3.1.
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Table 3.1
Graduate Healthcare Distance Education Programs Included in the Study
Name of Programs
Athletic Training

Master’s

Doctorate

X

X

Audiology

X

Clinical Practice Management

X

Dental Hygiene

X

Exercise Science or Kinesiology

X

Health Sciences

X

Holistic Health Studies

X

Medical Dosimetry

X

Midwifery

X

Nursing

X

X

Nutrition and Dietetics

X

X

Occupational therapy

X

X

Paramedic / Emergency Medical Services

X

Pharmacy

X

Physical Therapy

X

Physician Assistant

X

Psychology, Counseling, Behavioral Analysis

X

Psychopharmacology

X

Radiology Assistant

X

Respiratory Care Therapy

X

Social work

X

X

Speech / Language Pathology
X
Note. Data from the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS).
Based on distance education degrees awarded in the 2011-2012 academic year.
Retrieved September 30, 2013, from http://nces.ed.gov/collegenavigator/
Research Participants
The population identified for this study consisted of academic administrators who
directly oversee graduate healthcare distance education programs. Specifically, the
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population was comprised of academic administrators (i.e., deans, assistant deans,
department chairs, assistant chairs, program directors, or assistant program directors) who
are employed by the institutions identified in the IPEDS database and who directly
oversee a graduate healthcare distance education program. It was assumed that these
administrators, as opposed to senior executives, had the most direct influence on the
strategic management decisions taken by the programs to develop a competitive
advantage in their specific fields. The names of all potential research participants, along
with their position title, academic credentials, and contact information (i.e., physical
address, phone number, e-mail) were identified through a search of the institution’s
website. For institutions with multiple academic programs that met the inclusion criteria,
the information on the administrators of all programs was collected. The information was
saved in an Excel (Microsoft Corporation, Redmond, WA) spreadsheet. In the event that
the contact information of the program administrator was not available on the
institution’s website, or when no one was listed as overseeing a graduate healthcare
distance education program, the program was removed from the list of potential research
participants.
The sample of academic administrators identified for this study was closely
matched to the entire population of the study. No additional sampling method was
performed. Due to their administrative responsibilities at a higher education institution, it
was assumed that all participants had access to a computer and e-mail account.
Survey Instrument
A self-administered computerized survey instrument was used to collect the data.
The survey instrument was developed in a three-phase process. First, a preliminary set of
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questions were created by the author from the list of factors identified in the literature
review on competitive advantage of distance education programs. All factors included in
the survey were proposed by one or more authors as being important in the quality or
success of distance education programs. The identified factors were separated in two
main categories based on the theoretical framework used in this study: (a) external
industry structure and context, adapted from several studies (Grundy, 2006; Huang &
Lee, 2012; Martinez & Wolverton, 2009; Porter, 1985, 2008; Pringle & Huisman, 2011);
(b) internal resources and capabilities, adapted from the work of several authors
(Barney, 1991; Huang & Lee, 2012; Meyer et al., 2009; Varner, 2011; Verona, 1999).
The survey questions were validated using the following steps. A first group of
content experts, consisting of two faculty members at a higher education institution with
expertise in the field of competitive advantage, initially reviewed the questions of the
survey. Modifications to the wording of the questions were made based on the feedback
received. The survey questions were then subjected to second group of four experts
recruited within the candidate’s professional network based on a minimum of three years
of experience in administrative oversight of graduate distance education programs to pilot
the survey and provide comments. The survey was finally reviewed by a statistician to
verify the accuracy of the data acquisition and statistical analysis. The experts were
interviewed independently by telephone or in person to seek their feedback and clarify
any questions or items that needed modification. The survey review process allowed the
researcher to clarify the language of multiple questions, reword questions for better
understanding in the context of distance education program administration, reorder
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questions, clarify the definition of competitive advantage, and improve the ease of
answering the demographic questions.
The survey contained five sections. First, a series of instructions were presented to
the respondents to clarify the objectives of the research and provide guidance on how to
answer the questions. The respondents were initially asked to acknowledge that they met
the inclusion criteria to be part of the study (i.e., respondents had to oversee a graduate
healthcare distance education program as part of their professional responsibilities). For
the purpose of this research, a graduate healthcare distance education program was
defined as an academic program that led to a master’s or doctorate degree with the goal
of training future clinicians who will be involved in the treatment or observation of living
patients. The coursework had to be 80% or more online to qualify as distance education.
If the respondents selected yes, the recipients were invited to continue the survey. If they
selected no, they were automatically removed from the survey.
The respondents who acknowledged that they met the inclusion criteria were then
asked to answer a series of demographic questions using a nominal scale. The
respondents were asked to provide information on the length of time that they have been
overseeing a graduate healthcare distance education program, the graduate level of the
program (master’s, doctorate, or both) and the specific academic field, the tuition fees,
the number of students currently enrolled in the program, the number of faculty teaching
in the program, and the percentage of courses taught by adjunct or part-time faculty
members. Other demographic information, such as type and category of institution and
name and type degree awarded for the graduate distance education program were already
collected through the IPEDS database and website searches.
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The third and fourth sections of the survey contained close-ended questions using
an interval rating scale (i.e., five-point Likert scale) for the answers. The participants
were asked to rate the level of influence of a series of factors in the development of a
competitive advantage for graduate healthcare distance education programs. The interval
choices were presented as: (1) not at all influential; (2) slightly influential; (3) somewhat
influential; (4) very influential; (5) extremely influential. The factors were displayed in
multiple matrices based on their categories. The third section specifically contained
questions on the factors included within the internal resources and capabilities category
while the fourth section asked questions pertaining to the factors in the external industry
structure and context category. The list of questions is found in Appendix A.
The last section (section five) had an open-ended question accompanied by an
identical rating scale to collect additional factors. The respondents were asked to type any
additional factors that were not included in the survey and may influence the
development of a competitive advantage for graduate healthcare distance education
programs. The collected additional factors were compiled and presented in the results
section. The ratings collected from the sections three, four, and five were used to answer
all three research questions. The survey instrument was administered using the Qualtrics
(Provo, UT) research software.
Procedures
Special attention was made to the timing of the distribution of the survey in order
to maximize the number of responses. The survey period intentionally took place during
the fall prior to the holiday period in the United States. After receiving approval from the
Institutional Review Board (IRB) and the dissertation committee, an e-mail
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announcement (see Appendix B) was sent to the academic committees of the professional
associations of the healthcare disciplines identified in the preliminary College Navigator
search asking their respective representative to forward a friendly request for
participation by its members in the upcoming survey. The contact information of the
members of the professional associations was found through a website search, focusing
on the leadership of academic committee members. The e-mail provided information
about the purpose of the research, the length of the survey, and a mention of a small prize
awarded to three participants through a lottery drawing.
Three days later, an invitation e-mail to participate in the research study was sent
by the candidate to all research participants (see Appendix C). The e-mail invitation
described the purpose of the research and brought attention to the upcoming survey. It
also prominently featured the incentive encouraging the recipient’s participation. This
step was taken to increase the awareness to the importance of the survey and increase the
response rate of the participants.
The following week, an e-mail communication containing the link to the survey
instrument, a description of the research, a statement about the incentive to participate,
and an explanation of the confidentiality of the data collected was sent to the research
participants using Qualtrics. The participants were advised about the voluntary nature of
their participation. Consent to participate in the study was implied by the process of
completing the survey. The communication mentioned the fact that the participants were
able to withdraw their consent at any time by exiting the survey and that the responses
were treated as confidential. Only aggregated data would be reported. This letter can be
found in Appendix D.
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Following the release of the survey, a reminder e-mail communication with the
link to the survey (see Appendix E) was sent three times to the non-participants at one
week interval to maximize the level of participation. The survey was closed four weeks
after its release. The collected data was exported from Qualtrics to an Excel (Microsoft
Corporation, Redmond, WA) spreadsheet for analysis.
Data Analysis
Each answer collected within the survey was transferred into a numerical score
within Qualtrics and automatically tabulated. The answers to the five-point Likert scale
ratings were given a numerical value between 1 (not at all influential) and 5 (extremely
influential). The data file considered all responses collected. No data errors were
identified. The answers to the open-ended question were coded for the name of the
additional factors suggested by the respondents and the level of perceived influence in the
development of a competitive advantage for graduate healthcare distance education
programs. Their respective rating scores were given the same numerical value between 1
(not at all influential) and 5 (extremely influential) as the questions in sections three and
four.
Descriptive statistics were used to answer the research questions. The mean rating
scores and standard deviations for each factor were exported from Qualtrics to Excel to
create tables containing the overall ranking order of each factor and ranking order of the
factors within each category.
For the first question: What are the factors that influence the development of a
competitive advantage for graduate healthcare distance education programs as perceived
by higher education administrators? The factors demonstrating a mean score threshold of
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3.00 or more were considered as influential. Factors with a rating under 3.00 were
considered as non-influential. The influential factors were divided in two categories
based on their respective ratings. Factors with a rating between 4.00 and 5.00 were
considered as “very influential.” Factors with a rating between 3.00 and 3.99 were
considered as “somewhat influential.”
For the second question: How do higher education administrators of graduate
healthcare distance education programs rate the influence of each factor for the
development of a competitive advantage? The mean rating scores and standard deviations
for each factor were collected and analyzed. In addition, a ranking of the highest ratings
was performed for the overall rating and for each of the two main categories.
For the third question: Are internal resources and capabilities or external industry
structure and context perceived as more influential by higher education administrators in
the development of a competitive advantage for the graduate healthcare distance
education programs? A weighted average of the mean rating scores for each factor was
calculated and compared to determine which category and sub-category of factors were
perceived as more influential.
The data collected on the demographic factors was reported along with the
frequency distribution of each graduate healthcare distance education program. No
further statistical analyses was performed on the demographic data.
Summary
This chapter presented the methodology of the research project. A quantitative,
descriptive method was used to identify and rank the factors that influence the
development of a competitive advantage in the graduate healthcare distance education
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market as perceived by higher education institution administrators. The research context,
selection process of the participants, and inclusion and exclusion criteria were discussed.
A description of the survey instrument, the cross-sectional design, the method used to
validate the survey, and the procedures used to administer the survey were presented. The
chapter concluded with a description of the statistical analysis that was performed.
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Chapter 4: Results
Introduction
The recent growth of distance education has led to significant changes in the
higher education landscape. Today, higher education institutions are competing in an
increasingly competitive global market. As higher education administrators attempt to
develop and grow successful distance education programs while addressing expanded
competition, they need to understand the factors that provide a competitive advantage for
their programs (Essary, 2011). Unfortunately, there is limited empirical information
available to help guide administrators in the planning and development of successful
distance education programs (Meyer et al., 2009; Shelton, 2010). At this juncture, there
has not been any published research performed on the factors contributing to the
development of a competitive advantage for graduate healthcare distance education
programs. This study has for purpose to fill this gap in the literature by identifying and
rating the factors that influence the development of a competitive advantage for graduate
healthcare distance education programs as perceived by higher education institution
administrators. Knowledge of the factors that lead to the development of a competitive
advantage for graduate healthcare distance education programs will help academic
administrators align and focus their strategic management plan to ensure the success of
their programs.
The study was designed to answer three research questions:
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1. What are the factors that influence the development of a competitive
advantage for graduate healthcare distance education programs as perceived
by higher education administrators?
2. How do higher education administrators of graduate healthcare distance
education programs rate the influence of each factor for the development of a
competitive advantage?
3. Are internal resources and capabilities or external industry structure and
context perceived as more influential by higher education administrators in the
development of a competitive advantage for the graduate healthcare distance
education programs?
This study was performed using a quantitative, descriptive, and cross-sectional
approach. A descriptive, cross-sectional study has for purpose to collect information from
subjects at one point in time to identify a specific group of variables or to determine a
relationship between variables. A sample of the population of academic administrators
who directly oversee graduate healthcare distance education programs in the United
States was contacted by the researcher via electronic mail and invited to participate in a
dissertation research survey. The sample of academic administrators was collected in a
two-step process. First, a preliminary search of the Integrated Postsecondary Education
Data System (IPEDS) was performed to identify the academic institutions who offer
graduate level distance education programs in healthcare-related fields. Second, a search
of each institution’s website was performed to collect the name and contact information
of the academic administrators who oversee the graduate healthcare distance education
programs. All administrators directly overseeing graduate healthcare distance education
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programs were included in the sampling process, regardless of the number of academic
programs per institution. Because most academic institutions had the contact information
of the academic administrators available on their institutional website, the sample of
administrators for this study closely resembled the population of the study. This nonprobability sample was therefore considered representative of the population.
An electronic survey containing 15 questions was created by the researcher and
reviewed by two different groups of experts in the fields of competitive advantage and
distance education. A first group of experts, consisting of two faculty members at a
higher education institution with expertise in the field of competitive advantage, initially
reviewed the content and questions of the survey. Modifications to the wording of the
questions were made based on the feedback received. A second group of four experts in
the field of distance education reviewed the questions and made additional
recommendations to clarify some elements of the survey, leading to additional
modifications in wording and sequencing of the questions. The survey was finally
reviewed by a statistician to verify the accuracy of the data acquisition and statistical
analysis.
The survey initially asked the participants to acknowledge that they met the
inclusion criteria for this study (i.e., oversaw academic program delivered 80% or more
online that leads to a master's or doctorate degree with the goal of training future
clinicians who will be involved in the treatment or observation of living patients). It was
followed by a series of demographic questions (questions 2-7) on their respective
institution or academic programs. For questions 8-14, the participants were asked to rate
a series of factors influencing the development of a competitive advantage for graduate
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healthcare distance education programs. The last question was open-ended asking the
participants to list and rate additional factors of competitive advantage for graduate
healthcare distance education programs. Questions 8-15 were used to answer the three
research questions. The survey instrument was administered using the Qualtrics (Provo,
UT) research software.
This chapter describes the results of the survey administered to a sample of
graduate healthcare distance education program administrators. A description of the
sample and the demographic information of the respondents is followed by an analysis of
the data pertaining to the rating of the factors perceived by academic administrators to
influence the development of a competitive advantage for graduate healthcare distance
education programs. The results are presented in the context of the three research
questions. Additional potential factors collected during the data acquisition process are
also presented. The chapter concludes with a summary of the salient results of this
research.
Data Analysis and Findings
This section describes the findings of the research and the data analysis
performed. The findings are presented in seven sub-sections: (a) population sample
surveyed, (b) response rate, (c) demographic information, (d) factors of competitive
advantage – categorical results, (e) factors of competitive advantage – internal resources
and capabilities, (f) factors of competitive advantage – external industry structure and
context, and (g) factors of competitive advantage – additional factors offered by
respondents.
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Population sample surveyed. The sample of administrators selected for this
study was dependent, in part, on the availability of their contact information on their
institution’s website. Given the fact that some institutions did not provide the contact
information for their administrators, these administrators were automatically removed
from the research sample. The author noticed that this phenomenon occurred much more
frequently at for-profit institutions. Overall, 25 program administrators at private forprofit institutions were included in the sample, representing 7.5% of the total number of
administrators (see Table 4.1). Given the large number of healthcare programs offered at
for-profit institutions, it was presumed that the population of administrators who oversee
graduate healthcare distance education programs at for-profit institutions was underrepresented in this sample.
The IPEDS database and institutional website searches provided the names and
contact information of 342 academic program administrators who oversaw graduate
healthcare distance education programs. Of the administrators contacted, seven had
inactive e-mail addresses and were eliminated from the population sample. The survey
(see Appendix A) was successfully delivered electronically to 335 academic
administrators, considered the population sample for this study. The survey remained
open for a period of four weeks. A weekly reminder message was sent electronically to
all non-respondents (see Appendix E) to encourage participation.
Response rate. The survey was opened by 108 administrators (32.2% of sample).
The first question asked the participants to self-disclose if they met the inclusion criteria
for this study: (a) they oversaw a graduate healthcare distance education program as part
of their professional responsibilities, (b) a graduate healthcare distance education
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program was defined as an academic program that led to a master's or doctorate degree
with the goal of training future clinicians who will be involved in the treatment or
observation of living patients, and (c) the coursework had to be 80% or more online to
qualify as distance education. Of the 108 administrators who opened the survey, 98
administrators (29.3% of sample) self-disclosed that they met the inclusion criteria for
this study by answering “Yes” to the first question. The survey was automatically closed
to the other 10 participants who answered “No” to the first question. Therefore, 98
administrators (29.3% of sample) were considered as respondents for this study. All 98
participants did not answer every question of the survey. Nonetheless, all answers
collected were considered in the data analysis.
Demographic information. Data regarding the type of institution where the
academic administrators performed their managerial role, along with the Carnegie
classification (Carnegie Foundation, 2010) of their institution, was collected from the
IPEDS database during the sampling process. The distribution of the collected
institutional information from the sample of academic administrators surveyed and the
respondents is detailed in Table 4.1. Of the 98 respondents, six (6.1%) worked at private
for-profit institutions, 42 (42.9%) worked at private not-for-profit institutions, and 50
(51.0%) worked at public institutions. The response rate for each type of institution was
24.0%, 28.8%, and 30.5% respectively. The relative percentage of respondents from each
type of institution (i.e., private for-profit, private not-for-profit, public) was similar to the
distribution of the sample of administrators surveyed (7.5%; 43.5%; 49.0% respectively),
indicating a representative group of respondents.
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Table 4.1
Distribution of Academic Administrators Surveyed and Respondents Based on Institution
Type and Basic Carnegie Classification (2010)
Surveyed
(n=335)
n
%
Institution Type
Private for-profit
Private not-for-profit
Public
Total – Institution Type
Carnegie Classification
Baccalaureate Colleges-Diverse Fields
Doctoral/Research Universities
Master's Colleges and Universities (larger
programs)
Master's Colleges and Universities (medium
programs)
Master's Colleges and Universities (smaller
programs)
Research Universities (high research activity)
Research Universities (very high research
activity)
Special Focus Institutions-Medical schools and
medical centers
Special Focus Institutions-Other health
professions schools
Not Listed
Total - Carnegie Classification
Note. RR = Response Rate.

Respondents
(n=98)
n
%

RR

25
146
164
335

7.5
43.5
49.0
100.0

6
42
50
98

6.1
42.9
51.0
100.0

24.0
28.8
30.5
29.3

13
30

3.8
8.8

1
12

1.0
12.2

7.7
40.0

98

28.7

26

26.5

26.5

20

5.8

8

8.2

40.0

4

1.2

2

2.0

50.0

67

19.6

23

23.5

34.3

45

13.2

8

8.2

17.8

25

7.3

9

9.2

36.0

25

7.3

5

5.1

20.0

8
335

2.3
100.0

4
98

4.1
100.0

50.0
29.3

The basic Carnegie classification (Carnegie Foundation, 2010) of the institutions
where the respondents worked is also displayed in Table 4.1. The largest number of
respondents came from Master’s Colleges and Universities (larger programs) (26,
26.5%), followed by Research Universities (high research activity) (23, 23.5%), and
Doctoral/Research Universities (12, 12.2%). The Master’s Colleges and Universities
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(larger programs) and Research Universities (high research activities) also had the two
highest percentages of surveyed administrators working at their institutions with 28.7%
and 19.6% respectively. Overall, the highest response rate came from Master’s Colleges
and Universities (smaller programs) at 50%, followed by Doctoral/Research Universities
and Master’s Colleges and Universities (medium programs) at 40% respectively. Four
respondents worked at institutions that did not have a Carnegie Classification listed on
the IPEDS database.
The distribution of academic administrators surveyed and the respondents based
on the various academic programs is presented in Table 4.2. The information on the
administrators surveyed was collected from the IPEDS database and institutional website
searches. The information on the respondents was collected in question two: “What
graduate healthcare distance education program do you currently oversee?” where a
series of choices of academic programs were presented with a selection option for
master’s or doctoral levels. An option for “other program” was included at the end of the
question with a typing section to enter the academic field that was not provided as a
choice.
Of the 335 administrators of academic programs surveyed, 201 oversaw master’s
level programs and 83 oversaw doctoral level programs. There were 22 different
healthcare fields represented in the sample of administrators surveyed. More than half of
administrators surveyed (50.4%) oversaw nursing programs, by far the largest
professional healthcare field represented. This was followed by psychology, counseling,
and behavioral analysis (14.3%), physical therapy (7.5%), and nutrition/dietetics (6.6%).
Because 51 administrators surveyed were listed as overseeing more than one program on
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Table 4.2
Distribution of Academic Administrators Surveyed and Respondents Based on Academic
Programs

Academic Programs
Athletic Training

Surveyed
(n=335)
M D B
3
1
1

Audiology

%
1.2

Respondents
(n=98)
M D
%
0.0

RR
0.0

0.3

0.0

0.0

Clinical Practice Management

1

0.3

0.0

0.0

Dental Hygiene

5

1.5

1.0

20.0

Exercise Science or Kinesiology

3

0.9

0.0

0.0

2.0

100.
0
0.0

Health Sciences

2

1

0.6

2

Holistic Health Studies

1

0.3

Medical Dosimetry

1

0.3

1

1.0

Midwifery

3

0.9

1

1.0

100.
0
33.3

1
6
1

58.2

33.7

10.2

45.5

7

8.2

50.0

1.0

50.0

Nursing

92

Nutrition and Dietetics

21

Occupational therapy

5

Paramedic / Emergency Medical Services

2

0.0

3
5
1

4
2

50.4
6.6

4
1
9

1
0

1

4.8

1

0.6

1

Pharmacy

7

2.1

1

1.0

14.3

Physical Therapy

2
5

7.5

5

5.1

20.0

Physician Assistant
Psychology, Counseling, Behavioral Analysis

3
39

1

8

0.9

1

1.0

33.3

14.3

4

4.1

8.3

Psychopharmacology

1

0.3

0.0

0.0

Radiology Assistant

2

0.6

0.0

0.0

Respiratory Care Therapy

1

0.3

0.0

0.0

13

3.9

3

3.1

23.1

1.5

3

3.1

60.0

100.
0

6
6

100.
0

29.3

Social work
Speech / Language Pathology
Totals

5
201

8
3

5
1

3
2

Note. M = Master’s; D = Doctorate; B = Both Master’s and Doctorate; RR = Response Rate.

their institution’s website (e.g., all distance education graduate programs in nursing),
question 2 included a statement restricting the answers to a single program: “If you
oversee more than one program, please select the program with the largest student
enrollment to answer this survey.” This statement prevented the potential source of bias

120

associated with administrators who would answer the survey differently based on the
different programs that they oversee.
Approximately two-thirds (66, 67.3%) of respondents oversaw master’s level
programs. The distribution of the academic administrators for the master’s level programs
was: 41 in nursing, nine in nutrition/dietetics, four in counseling/psychology/behavioral
analysis, three in social work, three in speech language pathology, one in dental hygiene,
one in midwifery, one in occupational therapy, one in paramedic/emergency medical
services, and one in physician assistant. Approximately one-third (32, 32.6%) of the
respondents oversaw a doctoral level program. The distribution of the academic
administrators at the doctoral level was: 16 in nursing, seven in occupational therapy, five
in physical therapy, two in health sciences, one in nutrition/dietetics, and one in
pharmacy. Combined, the highest percentages of participants were from the fields of
nursing (58.2%), nutrition/dietetics (10.2%), occupational therapy (8.2%), and physical
therapy (5.1%). The response rate was the highest for the academic administrators who
oversaw health sciences programs (100%), medical dosimetry (100%), speech/language
pathology (60%), occupational therapy (50%), and paramedic / emergency medical
services (50%). The fact that nearly 60% of respondents were from the field of nursing is
an important factor to consider in the interpretation of the results. The large percentage of
participants from the field of nursing may have swayed the results towards the
perspective of a single academic discipline. Additional analysis is performed at the end of
this chapter to compare the nursing responses to the non-nursing responses to further
evaluate this possibility.
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Based on the small sample size for each of the following academic programs, it
was not surprising that no responses were collected from the academic administrators
surveyed in the fields of athletic training, audiology, clinical practice management,
exercise science or kinesiology, holistic health studies, psychopharmacology, radiology
assistant, and respiratory care therapy. However, the absence of participation from these
academic administrators represents a limitation to the study by not having a widespread
representation from the diverse disciplines included within graduate healthcare distance
education programs.
The distribution data in Table 4.2 is inclusive of the responses provided by the six
academic administrators who answered “other” to question 2. These respondents were
divided evenly between master’s level (3) and doctoral level (3) programs. The six
responses provided by these respondents were: doctor of nurse anesthesia practice
(doctoral), health administration (master’s), medical dosimetry (master’s), health sciences
(2 respondents at doctoral level), and human services (master’s).
Three of the responses collected in the “other” category of question two require a
clarification of the data analysis procedure. First, for the purpose of this research, the
doctoral program in nurse anesthesia was included in the nursing category. Similarly, the
master’s program in human services was incorporated in the psychology, counseling,
behavioral analysis category based on the nature the studies. Finally, it is important to
note that the academic programs with a concentration in healthcare administration or
business were not included in the sampling process by the principal investigator because
they did not meet the inclusion criteria based on the perceived lack of clinical focus. This
was contradicted by a single respondent who typed “health administration” in the “other”
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choice of question 2. The responses provided by this respondent were included in the data
analysis based on the self-disclosure of the administrator that his/her program met the
inclusion criteria for this study (see question 1 of survey). Therefore, based on the nature
of the academic program, this response was included in the nursing category. This is will
be addressed in the limitations section of the research manuscript.
The third question of the survey inquired about the length of time that the
respondents had overseen a graduate healthcare distance education program. Of the
responses collected, 16 (17%) answered less than one year, 25 (26%) 1-3 years, 26 (27%)
4-6 years, and 29 (30%) had over six years of experience. These answers indicate that
more than half of the respondents had four years or more of experience overseeing a
graduate healthcare distance education program.
The fourth question inquired about the number of students enrolled in the
respondents’ academic programs. Three (3%) answered <10, 24 (25%) 10-30, 16 (16%)
31-60, 17 (18%) 61-100, 11 (11%) 101-150, 8 (8%) 151-200, and 18 (19%) had over 200
students enrolled in their academic programs. The wide distribution of answers across the
different categories demonstrates a large variability of student enrollment in graduate
healthcare distance education programs.
The fifth question asked the academic administrators to indicate the number of
faculty members (including part-time faculty) who teach in their graduate healthcare
distance education programs. Forty-seven (48%) answered <10, 35 (36%) 10-20, 7 (7%)
21-30, 3 (3%) 31-40, and 5 (5%) had over 40 faculty members teaching in their academic
programs. These results indicate that the majority (84%) of graduate healthcare distance
education programs have 20 faculty members or less teaching in their programs.
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The sixth question inquired about the cost of tuition per credit hour (based on
semesters or trimesters) of the graduate healthcare distance education program overseen
by the academic administrators. The frequency of responses is displayed in Table 4.3.
The respondents had the option of answering one or more of the following categories: (a)
public college or university – in-state students; (b) public college or university – out-ofstate students; (c) private college or university (all students). Of the 51 responses
collected in the public college or university – in-state students category, 26 (51%)
charged <$500, 18 (35%) $500-$700, 5 (10%) $701-$900, 1 (2%) $901-$1,200, and 1
(2%) >$1,200 per credit hour. Of the 32 responses collected in the public college or
university – out-of-state students (if different) category, 6 (19%) charged <$500, 12
(38%) $500-$700, 7 (22%) $701-$900, 5 (16%) $901-$1,200, and 2 (6%) >$1,200 per
credit hour. Of the 50 responses collected in the private college or university (all
students) category, 6 (12%) charged <$500, 22 (44%) $500-$700, 13 (26%) $701-$900, 9
(18%) $901-$1,200, and 0 (0%) >$1,200 per credit hour.
Table 4.3
Frequency Distribution of Responses for Cost of Tuition per Semester/Trimester of
Graduate Healthcare Distance Education Programs
Type of Institution / Students

26

(51)

18 (35)

$701$900
5 (10)

Public / Out-of-State Students
(if different) (n=32)

6

(19)

12 (38)

7

(22)

5

(16)

Private (All Students) (n=50)

6

(12)

22 (44)

13

(26)

9

(18)

Public / In-State Students
(n=51)

< 500$

$500-$700

$901$1200
1
(2)

>$1200
1

(2)

2

(6)

Note. Numbers between parentheses indicate percentages of frequency distribution per
category.
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Overall, the cost of tuition was the lowest for the public college or university – instate students category where 86% of academic programs charged $700 or less of tuition
per credit hour. The cost of tuition between the two other categories was nearly identical,
with 57% of public college or university – out-of-state students paying $700 or less of
tuition, and 56% of private college or university (all students) paying $700 or less of
tuition.
The seventh question asked the academic administrators to indicate the percentage
part-time faculty members who taught in their graduate healthcare distance education
programs. Forty-four (45%) answered <20%, 35 (20%) 20-40%, 12 (12%) 41-60, 16
(16%) 61-80, and 6 (6%) had over 80% of part-time faculty members teaching in their
academic programs. These results indicate that the majority (over 65%) of academic
administrators overseeing graduate healthcare distance education programs had a larger
percentage of full-time faculty members than part-time faculty members teaching in their
academic programs.
Factors of competitive advantage – categorical results. This section provides
an overview of the results of the survey for questions 8-14. For each question, the
participants were asked to rate the influence of a series of factors in the development of a
competitive advantage (value-creating quality) for graduate healthcare distance education
programs. For each factor, the participants were provided a five-point Likert scale with
the following answers: (1) not at all influential; (2) slightly influential; (3) somewhat
influential; (4) very influential; and (5) extremely influential. Each answer was collected
and scored on a scale of one to five.

125

The questions were divided among the categories of competitive advantage based
on the theoretical framework of competitive advantage of graduate healthcare distance
education programs presented in chapter one (see Figure 4.1). The framework contains
two overarching sections: (a) internal resources and capabilities, adapted from the work
of several authors (Barney, 1991; Huang & Lee, 2012; Meyer et al., 2009; Varner, 2011;
Verona, 1999) and (b) external industry structure and context, adapted from several

Competitive Advantage of
Graduate Healthcare Distance
Education Programs

External Industry Structure and
Context
•
•
•
•
•
•

Threat of New Entrants
Power of Suppliers
Power of Buyers
Threat of Substitutes
Rivalry Among Competitors
Environment and Industry Context

(Grundy, 2006; Huang & Lee, 2012;
Martinez & Wolverton, 2009; Porter,
1979, 1985, 2008; Pringle & Huisman,
2011)

Internal Resources and Capabilities
•
•
•
•
•
•

Organizational Resources
Human Resources
Financial Resources
Physical Capital Resources
Marketing Capabilities
Research and Development
Capabilities

(Barney, 1991; Huang & Lee, 2012;
Meyer, Bruwelheide, & Poulin, 2009;
Varner, 2011; Verona, 1999)

Figure 4.1. Theoretical framework of competitive advantage in graduate healthcare
distance education programs. Two distinct but interrelated and complementary sections
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(external industry structure and context and internal resources and capabilities) influence
the development of a competitive advantage.
studies (Grundy, 2006; Huang & Lee, 2012; Martinez & Wolverton, 2009; Porter, 1985,
2008; Pringle & Huisman, 2011). Each section is further divided in a series of categories,
each containing a subset of proposed factors of competitive advantage for graduate
healthcare distance education programs.
For the section on internal resources and capabilities, each category was
represented in the survey by a different question: (a) organizational resources (question
9); (b) human resources (question 9); (c) financial resources (question 10); (d) physical
capital resources (question 11); (e) marketing capabilities (question 12); and (f) research
and development capabilities (question 13). For the section external industry structure
and context, however, all categories were included within question 14. This was due to
the small number of proposed factors for each category contained in this section.
The combined results comparing the weighted average of the rating scores of each
category, along with their respective standard deviations and the number of proposed
factors of competitive advantage contained within each category are displayed in Table
4.4. Collectively, the 27 factors included under internal resources and capabilities were
perceived as more influential in the development of a competitive advantage for graduate
healthcare distance education programs (M=3.86, SD=0.37) when compared to the 11
factors included under external industry structure and context (M=3.33, SD=0.11). The
results for each proposed factor of competitive advantage and their respective categories
are further analyzed in their respective sections.
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Factors of competitive advantage – internal resources and capabilities. This
section provides an analysis of the results of the survey pertaining to the factors of
competitive advantage included under internal resources and capabilities. The mean
Table 4.4
Comparison of Mean Ratings of Factors of Competitive Advantage
for Graduate Healthcare Distance Education Programs by Categories
Category
n
M
SD
Internal Resources and Capabilities
Organizational Resources
5 4.16 0.46
Human Resources
7 4.05 0.32
Financial Resources
3 3.18 0.47
Physical Capital Resources
1 4.50 0.00
Marketing Capabilities
9 3.81 0.34
Research and Development Capabilities 2 3.38 0.58
Total Category
27 3.86* 0.37*
External Industry Structure and Context
Threat of New Entrants
1 2.80 0.00
Power of Suppliers
1 3.19 0.00
Power of Buyers
1 2.79 0.00
Threat of Substitutes
1 2.79 0.00
Rivalry Among Competitors
5 3.31 0.24
Environment and Industry Context
2 4.24 0.01
Total Category
11 3.33* 0.11*
Note. n = number of factors surveyed per category; * = weighted
mean and standard deviation.
rating scores of each factor are presented in Table 4.5, along with their respective
category, standard deviation, and number of survey responses. From these results, a
classification of the relative influence of each factor on the development of a competitive
advantage for graduate healthcare distance education programs as perceived by academic
administrators was created and displayed in Table 4.6. The factors with mean rating
scores ≥ 4.00 were classified as very influential, the factors with mean rating scores
128

between 3.00-3.99 were classified as somewhat influential, and the factors with mean
rating scores ˂ 3.00 were perceived as not influential.
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Table 4.5
Mean Ratings of Factor Influencing the Development of a Competitive Advantage for
Graduate Healthcare Distance Education Programs as Perceived by Academic
Administrators
Category
IRC-OR
IRC-PCR
IRC-OR
IRC-HR
IRC-MC
IRC-HR
EISC-EIC
IRC-HR
EISC-EIC
IRC-OR
IRC-HR
IRC-OR
IRC-MC
IRC-MC
IRC-MC
IRC-HR
IRC-MC
IRC-MC
IRC-RDC
IRC-HR
IRC-HR
EISC-RAC
IRC-MC
EISC-RAC
IRC-FR
IRC-FR
IRC-OR
IRC-MC
IRC-MC
EISC-RAC
EISC-RAC
EISC-PS
EISC-RAC
IRC-RDC
EISC-TNE
EISC-TS
EISC-PB
IRC-FR

Factor
Program curriculum
Learning environment
Course delivery methods
Technology support services
Institution / program reputation
Faculty teaching experience
Regional accreditation
Faculty academic credentials
High market demand
Program administration
Faculty clinical experience
Organization processes and policies
Institution website
Student satisfaction measures
Student retention and graduation rates
Faculty development
Marketing practices
Institution brand identity
Program quality assessment
Academic support services
Faculty research and scholarly experience
Lower tuition
Past performance on certification examinations
High level of specialization
Program financial management
Institution’s financial status
Alliances and partnerships
Institution / program ranking on published lists
Job placement rates
Shorter program duration
Small number of competing programs
High control over costs of program delivery and support
Higher admission requirements
Program research activities
High barriers to implement competing programs
Low risk for the development a substitute
Low control of payers to negotiate reduced tuition
Non-tuition-based revenue

n
96
96
96
95
95
95
90
95
90
96
95
96
95
95
95
95
95
95
95
95
95
91
95
92
96
96
95
95
94
91
91
93
91
94
92
91
90
96

M
4.58
4.50
4.48
4.43
4.39
4.33
4.24
4.24
4.23
4.22
4.18
4.07
4.04
4.03
3.92
3.83
3.81
3.79
3.79
3.73
3.63
3.58
3.54
3.53
3.46
3.44
3.42
3.38
3.36
3.23
3.22
3.19
3.00
2.97
2.80
2.79
2.79
2.64

SD
0.72
0.66
0.68
0.77
0.76
0.69
1.06
0.75
0.91
0.84
0.91
0.86
0.91
0.96
1.01
0.91
0.98
0.94
1.02
0.87
0.96
1.28
1.37
1.12
0.98
0.95
1.18
1.14
1.24
1.39
1.09
1.10
1.06
1.08
1.09
1.15
1.16
1.25

Note. Mean ratings ≥3.00 are in boldface. IRC = internal resources and capabilities; EISC = external
industry structure and context; OR = organizational resources; HR = human resources; FR = financial
resources; PCR = physical capital resources; MC = marketing capabilities; RDC = research and
development capabilities; EIC = environment and industry context; RAC = rivalry among competitors; PS
= power of suppliers; TNE = threat of new entrants; TS = threat of substitutes; PB = power of buyers.
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Table 4.6
Relative Influence of Factors Influencing the Development of a Competitive Advantage for Graduate Healthcare Distance Education
Programs as Perceived by Academic Administrators Based on Mean Rating Scores
Very Influential
Program Curriculum
Learning Environment
Course Delivery Methods
Technology Support Services
Institution / Program Reputation
Faculty Teaching Experience
Regional Accreditation
Faculty Academic Credentials
High Market Demand
Program Administration
Faculty Clinical Experience
Organization Processes and Policies
Institution Website
Student Satisfaction Measures

Somewhat Influential
Not Influential
Student Retention and Graduation Rates
Program Research Activities
Faculty Development
High Barriers to Implement Competing Programs
Marketing Practices
Low Risk for the Development of a Substitute
Institution Brand Identity
Low Control of Payers to Negotiate Reduced Tuition
Program Quality Assessment
Non-Tuition-Based Revenue
Academic Support Services
Faculty Research and Scholarly Experience
Lower Tuition
Past Performance on Certification Examinations
High Level of Specialization
Program Financial Management
Institution’s Financial Status
Alliances and Partnerships
Institution / Program Ranking on Published Lists
Job Placement Rates
Shorter Program Duration
Small Number of Competing Programs
High Control Over Costs of Program Delivery and
Support
Higher Admission Requirements
Note. Factors with mean rating scores ≥ 4.00 are perceived as very influential; factors with mean rating scores between 3.00-3.99 are perceived as
somewhat influential; factors with mean rating scores ˂ 3.00 are perceived as not influential.
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The results of the perceived influence of factors of organizational resources were
collected in question eight of the survey. The strength of the program curriculum
(M=4.58, SD=0.72) received the highest mean rating of the survey. Two other factors in
this category made the top ten of all ratings. The strength of the course delivery methods
(M=4.48, SD=0.68) received the third highest rating overall while the strength of the
program administration (M=4.22, SD=0.84) received the tenth highest rating. The other
factors, notably the strength of the organizational processes and policies to achieve the
program goals (M=4.07, SD=0.72) and the strength of the alliances and partnerships
with external healthcare organizations (M=3.42, SD=1.18) also rated above the minimum
mean score of 3.00 to be considered as factors that influence the development of a
competitive advantage for graduate healthcare distance education programs. Overall, the
organizational resources (M=4.16, SD=0.46) rated as the second most influential category
in the development of a competitive advantage for graduate healthcare distance education
programs.
Question 9 inquired about the influence of the factors pertaining to the human
resources category. The strength of the technology support services (M=4.43, SD=0.77)
received the fourth highest mean rating of the survey and the highest rating in the
category. Two other factors in this category made the top ten of all ratings. The strength
of the faculty teaching experience (M=4.33, SD=0.69) received the sixth highest rating
overall while the strength of the faculty academic credentials (M=4.24, SD=0.75)
received the eighth highest rating. The other factors, notably the strength of the faculty
clinical experience (M=4.18, SD=0.91), the strength of the faculty development support
system (M=3.83, SD=0.91), the strength of the tutoring, mentoring, and other academic
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support services (M=3.73, SD=0.87), and the strength of the faculty research and
scholarly experience (M=3.63, SD=0.96), also rated above the minimum mean score of
3.00 to be considered as factors that influence the development of a competitive
advantage for graduate healthcare distance education programs. Overall, the human
resources (M=4.05, SD=0.32) rated as the third most influential category in the
development of a competitive advantage for graduate healthcare distance education
programs.
Question 10 inquired about the influence of the factors pertaining to the financial
resources category. Overall, the category received the lowest combined ratings (M=3.18,
SD=0.47). The category was comprised of three factors: (a) the strength of the program
financial management (M=3.46, SD=0.98); (b) the strength of the institution’s financial
status (M=3.44, SD=0.95); and (c) the strength of the non-tuition based revenue
(research funding or other external financial resources) (M=2.64, SD=1.25). The latter
factor received the lowest rating of all factors included in the study. It did not meet the
threshold of 3.00 to be considered as a factor that influences the development of a
competitive advantage for graduate healthcare distance education programs.
Because of the inherent nature of distance education, only one factor was included
in the category of physical capital resources in question 11. The strength of the distance
education learning environment structure (instruction technology) (M=4.50, SD=0.66)
rated as the second highest factor overall and met the minimum threshold of 3.00 to be
considered as a factor that influences the development of a competitive advantage for
graduate healthcare distance education programs. Consequently, the physical capital
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resources (M=4.50, SD=0.00) category rated as the highest category in the development
of a competitive advantage for graduate healthcare distance education programs.
The factors pertaining to marketing capabilities were included as part of question
12. The strength of the institution / program reputation (M=4.39, SD=0.76) received the
fifth highest mean rating of the survey and the highest rating in the category. It was the
only factor in this category to make the top ten of all ratings. All other factors in the
category, notably the strength of the institution website (accessibility of information,
visual appeal) (M=4.04, SD=0.91), the strength of the student satisfaction measures
(M=4.03, SD=0.96), the strength of the student retention and graduation rates (M=3.92,
SD=1.01), the strength of the marketing practices (M=3.81, SD=0.98), the strength of the
institution brand identity (M=3.79, SD=0.94), the strength of the past performance on
professional certification examinations (M=3.54, SD=1.37), the strength of the institution
/ program ranking on published lists (M=3.38, SD=1.14), and the strength of the job
placement rates (M=3.36, SD=1.24) rated above the minimum mean score of 3.00 to be
considered as factors that influence the development of a competitive advantage for
graduate healthcare distance education programs. There was a high variability of answers
among the respondents in this category, especially for factors of past performance on
professional certification examinations, job placement rates, and institution / program
ranking on published lists. The high variability illustrates the lack of agreement and the
diverging opinions among the respondents concerning these factors. Overall, the
marketing capabilities (M=3.81, SD=0.34) rated as the fourth most influential category in
the development of a competitive advantage for graduate healthcare distance education
programs.
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The last category of internal resources and capabilities was research and
development capabilities. The two factors that comprised the category were included in
question 13. The strength of the program quality assessment (M=3.79, SD=1.02) was the
only factor that met the minimum threshold of 3.00 to be considered as a factor that
influences the development of a competitive advantage for graduate healthcare distance
education programs. The strength of the program research activities (M=2.97, SD=1.08)
failed to meet that threshold. Overall, the research and development capabilities (M=3.38,
SD=0.58) category rated as one of the lowest in the development of a competitive
advantage for graduate healthcare distance education programs.
Factors of competitive advantage – external industry resources and context.
The section on external industry resources and context was comprised of six different
categories: (a) the threat of new entrants, (b) the power of suppliers, (c) the power of
buyers, (d) the threat of substitutes, (e) the rivalry among competitors, and (f) the
environment and industry context. Combined, the six categories were represented in the
survey by 11 factors (see Tables 4.4, 4.5). All factors in this section were included in
question 14 to facilitate the answering of the survey.
The category threat of new entrants was represented by a single factor in question
14.1: Other academic institutions have significant barriers to implement new competing
academic programs (M=2.80, SD=1.09). This factor rated among the lowest overall and
failed to meet the 3.00 threshold to be considered as factors that influence the
development of a competitive advantage for graduate healthcare distance education
programs.

135

The category power of suppliers was represented by a single factor in question
14.2: Academic institutions have a high level of control over the direct and indirect costs
associated with the program delivery and support (M=3.19, SD=1.10). This factor met
the 3.00 threshold to be considered as a factor that influences the development of a
competitive advantage for graduate healthcare distance education programs.
The category power of buyers was represented by a single factor in question 14.3:
Payers (students, parents, financial aid providers) have a low level of control to
negotiate reduced tuition (M=2.79, SD=1.16). This factor rated among the lowest overall
and failed to meet the 3.00 threshold to be considered as factors that influence the
development of a competitive advantage for graduate healthcare distance education
programs.
The category threat of substitutes was represented by a single factor in question
14.4: Low risk for the development of an academic substitute for your program (e.g.,
MOOCS) (M=2.79, SD=1.15). This factor rated among the lowest overall and failed to
meet the 3.00 threshold to be considered as factors that influence the development of a
competitive advantage for graduate healthcare distance education programs.
The category rivalry among competitors was represented by five factors
(questions 14.5-14.9). Lower tuition compared to competing programs rated the highest
among the category (M=3.58, SD=1.28), followed by high level of specialization of the
program (M=3.53, SD=1.12), shorter duration of the curriculum compared to competing
programs (M=3.23, SD=1.39), small number of competing programs (M=3.22, SD=1.09),
and higher admission requirements compared to competing programs (M=3.00,
SD=1.06) all met the 3.00 threshold to be considered as factors that influence the
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development of a competitive advantage for graduate healthcare distance education
programs. There was a high level of variability in the answers collected by the
respondents in this category, once again indicating a wide variation in opinions and a low
agreement among participants. Overall, the rivalry among competitors (M=3.31,
SD=0.24) category rated as one of the lowest in the development of a competitive
advantage for graduate healthcare distance education programs, although it was the
second highest in the external industry structure and context section.
The final category in the external industry structure and context section consisted
of the environment and industry context, represented by two factors (questions 14.10,
14.11). Both factors made the top ten list of ratings overall, with academic program is
offered at a regionally accredited institution (M=4.24, SD=1.06) rating seventh and high
market demand for the program (M=4.23, SD=0.91) rating ninth. All the factors in this
category met the 3.00 threshold to be considered as factors that influence the
development of a competitive advantage for graduate healthcare distance education
programs. Overall, the environment and industry context (M=4.24, SD=0.01) category
rated the highest for the external industry structure and context section and the second
highest among all categories.
Factors of competitive advantage – additional factors offered by respondents.
Question number 15 of the survey asked the respondents to list and rate the influence of
any additional factors that they thought would influence the development of a
competitive advantage for graduate healthcare distance education programs. The same
Likert scale was used for this question as in the questions 8-14. Of the 85 entries, 70 were
considered as potential factors that were retained for analysis. These factors were divided
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in three categories: (a) new factors not previously included in the survey, (b) factors
already included in the survey or considered as a subset of an already established factor,
and (c) non-specific or unknown factors.
Four factors were retained in the category of new factors not previously included
in the survey (see Table 4.7). These four factors were retained because there were no
previously established factors in the survey that would correspond to the proposed factors
by the respondents. Some of these factors were repeated multiple times, as indicated by
the number of respondents suggesting the factors in Table 4.7. The four factors, along
with their proposed categories of inclusion, are: (a) new degree (rivalry among
competitors), (b) strength of academic partnerships with other institutions (organizational
resources), (c) strength of the admission process (organizational resources or human
resources), and (d) classes taught by full-time faculty members (human resources). While
these factors were identified by the respondents as potentially influencing the
development of a competitive advantage for graduate healthcare distance education
programs, their respective level of influence remains to be determined.
Table 4.7
Additional Factors of Competitive Advantage for Graduate Healthcare Distance
Education Programs not Previously Included in the Survey as Proposed by Academic
Administrators
Proposed Additional Factors Not Included in the Survey
New degree
Strength of academic partnerships with other institutions
Strength of the admission process
Courses taught by full-time faculty members

n
1
1
2
2

SR
5
5
4,4
4,5

Category
EISC-RAC
IRC-OR
IRC-OR, IRC-HR
IRC-HR

Note. n = number of respondents suggesting the factor; SR = ratings of competitive advantage as
suggested by the respondents; IRC = internal resources and capabilities; EISC = external industry
structure and context; OR = organizational resources; HR = human resources; RAC = rivalry
among competitors.
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There were 43 factors included in the category of already established factors or
considered as a subset of another factor. Many of these elements represented a
combination of multiple already established factors that may influence the development
of a competitive advantage for graduate healthcare distance education programs. Others
were simply repeated factors already included in the survey. Table 4.8 displays the
frequency of the number of suggested factors by the respondents that were repeated from
the survey or represented a combination of multiple factors already established based on
the categories of competitive advantage of the theoretical framework. The largest number
of suggested factors focused on the subjects of program curriculum, course delivery
methods, and academic support services. This is not surprising given the fact that these
three factors rated among the top ten in the results of the survey. This additional
information strengthens the results of the survey by confirming the influence of these
factors as determined by academic administrators for the development of a competitive
advantage in graduate healthcare distance education programs. Some of the suggested
additional factors were repeated by multiple respondents. A complete list of the
additional factors, along with their suggested rating of competitive advantage and their
respective categorical classification is presented in Appendix F.
Answers to the Research Questions
For this quantitative, descriptive, and cross-sectional study, an electronic survey
was used to collect information from academic administrators who oversee graduate
healthcare distance education programs. Specifically, the purpose was to identify and rate
the factors that influence the development of a competitive advantage for graduate
healthcare distance education programs as perceived by higher education institution

139

Table 4.8
Number of Suggested Additional Factors of Competitive Advantage for Graduate
Healthcare Distance Education Programs Already Considered in the Survey Included in
Established Categories
Category / Factor
Internal Resources and Capabilities
Organizational Resources
Program Administration
Organization Processes and Policies
Program Curriculum
Course Delivery Methods
Alliances and Partnerships
Human Resources
Faculty Teaching Experience
Faculty Clinical Experience
Technology Support Services
Academic Support Services
Financial Resources
Physical Capital Resources
Learning Environment
Marketing Capabilities
Institution / Program Reputation
Institution Website
Marketing Practices
Institution / Program Ranking on Published Lists

n
7
5
10
13
5
1
1
1
15
3
1
3
1
6
1

External Industry Structure and Context
Threat of New Entrants
High Barriers to Implement Competing Programs
1
Rivalry Among Competitors
Lower Tuition
1
High Level of Specialization
1
Shorter Program Duration
1
Higher Admission Requirements
2
Environment and Industry Context
High Market Demand
8
Note. n = Number of additional factors per category that were suggested by the
respondents but were already included in the survey or were considered as a subset
of another factor. Some factors were categorized under multiple categories.
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administrators. The information collected from the 98 respondents allowed us to answer
the three research questions.
The first research question asked “what are the factors that influence the
development of a competitive advantage for graduate healthcare distance education
programs as perceived by higher education administrators?” As displayed in Table 4.5
with boldface mean scores, the results of the survey demonstrated that 33 of the 38
factors met the mean score threshold of 3.00 to be considered as factors that influence the
development of a competitive advantage for graduate healthcare distance education
programs. The following factors did not meet the threshold: (a) non-tuition-based
revenue, (b) low control of payers to negotiate reduced tuition, (c) low risk for the
development of a substitute, (d) high barriers to implement competing programs, and (e)
program research activities.
Four additional factors not included in the survey were also suggested by the
respondents (see Table 4.7) as potentially influencing the development of a competitive
advantage. These four factors would require additional investigation to determine if their
rating would meet the minimum threshold to be perceived as influential in the
development of a competitive advantage by academic program administrators.
The second research question investigated “how do higher education
administrators of graduate healthcare distance education programs rate the influence of
each factor for the development of a competitive advantage?” The rating of each factor is
included in Table 4.5 and further classified in Table 4.6. The top ten list of most
influential factors included: (a) the program curriculum (M=4.58, SD=0.72); (b)
thelearning environment (M=4.50, SD=0.66); (c) the course delivery methods (M=4.48,
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SD=0.68); (d) the technology support services (M=4.43, SD=0.77); (e) the institution
/program reputation (M=4.39, SD=0.76); (f) the faculty teaching experience (M=4.33,
SD=0.69); (g) regional accreditation (M=4.24, SD=1.06); (h) the faculty academic
credentials (M=4.24, SD=0.75); (i) a high market demand for the program (M=4.23,
SD=0.91); and (j) the program administration (M=4.22, SD=0.84). Four additional factors
were considered as “very influential” for the development of a competitive advantage
based on their mean rating score ≥ 4.00: (a) faculty clinical experience, (b) organization
processes and policies, (c) institution website, and (d) student satisfaction measures. As
displayed in Table 4.6, there were 19 additional factors that rated between 3.00-3.99 and
were considered as “somewhat influential” in the development of a competitive
advantage for graduate healthcare distance education programs.
The third research question asked “are internal resources and capabilities or
external industry structure and context perceived as more influential by higher education
administrators in the development of a competitive advantage for the graduate healthcare
distance education programs?” As displayed in Table 4.4, there were 27 factors included
under internal resources and capabilities and 11 factors included under external industry
structure and context. The results of the survey demonstrated that the weighted mean
ratings of factors included in the internal resources and capabilities (M=3.86, SD=0.37)
were collectively perceived as more influential by higher education administrators in the
development of a competitive advantage for graduate distance education programs when
compared to the external industry structure and context (M=3.33, SD=0.11) group.
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Post-Hoc Analysis
A large percentage of responses (58.2%) were collected from administrators who
oversee nursing programs at the master’s and doctoral level. When compared to other
healthcare programs, graduate distance education programs in nursing may have their
own set of educational standards and requirements, professional culture, and competitive
environment that may influence their perception of the factors that lead to the
development of a competitive advantage for their programs. Because the relatively large
proportion of respondents from the field of nursing could potentially influence the results
towards a nursing-centric perspective that may differ from other healthcare programs,
additional analysis was performed to determine if the responses from nursing program
administrators were different compared to the non-nursing programs. A comparison of
the mean ratings of factors of competitive advantage for graduate healthcare distance
education programs in nursing vs. other programs is presented in Table 4.9, along with
the difference in the mean ratings between the two groups. Figure 4.2 provides a visual
comparison of mean factor ratings of competitive advantage for graduate healthcare
distance education programs as perceived by academic administrators in nursing vs. other
programs.
The comparative analysis demonstrates that the overall numerical difference
between the mean rating of factors of competitive advantage for nursing and non-nursing
programs was low, averaging 0.18. It represents an overall variation in responses of
3.57% between the two groups when compared to the scale. For the 14 factors that
received the highest mean rating scores and were considered as very influential (see
Table 4.6), the combined numerical difference in the mean rating scores between the two
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Table 4.9
Comparison of Mean Ratings of Factors of Competitive Advantage for Graduate Healthcare Distance Education Programs as Perceived by Academic Administrators of Nursing Programs vs. Other
Programs
All Respondents
Nursing
Other Programs
Category
Factor
n
M
SD
n
M
SD
n
M
SD
∆
IRC-OR
Program curriculum
96
4.58
0.72
57
4.54
0.71
39
4.64
0.74
0.10
IRC-PCR
Learning environment
96
4.50
0.66
57
4.53
0.63
39
4.46
0.72
0.07
IRC-OR
Course delivery methods
96
4.48
0.68
57
4.49
0.71
39
4.46
0.64
0.03
IRC-HR
Technology support services
95
4.43
0.77
57
4.44
0.78
38
4.42
0.76
0.02
IRC-MC
Institution / program reputation
95
4.39
0.76
57
4.44
0.76
38
4.32
0.77
0.12
IRC-HR
Faculty teaching experience
95
4.33
0.69
57
4.32
0.69
38
4.34
0.71
0.02
EISC-EIC
Regional accreditation
90
4.24
1.06
53
4.23
0.99
37
4.27
1.17
0.04
IRC-HR
Faculty academic credentials
95
4.24
0.75
57
4.23
0.76
38
4.26
0.76
0.03
EISC-EIC
High market demand
90
4.23
0.91
54
4.41
0.77
36
3.97
1.06
0.44
IRC-OR
Program administration
96
4.22
0.84
57
4.25
0.74
39
4.18
0.97
0.07
IRC-HR
Faculty clinical experience
95
4.18
0.91
57
4.12
1.00
38
4.26
0.76
0.14
IRC-OR
Organization processes and policies
96
4.07
0.86
57
4.05
0.85
39
4.10
0.88
0.05
IRC-MC
Institution website
95
4.04
0.91
57
4.09
0.91
38
3.97
0.91
0.12
IRC-MC
Student satisfaction measures
95
4.03
0.96
57
4.11
0.86
38
3.92
1.10
0.19
IRC-MC
Student retention and graduation rates
95
3.92
1.01
57
4.02
0.92
38
3.76
1.13
0.26
IRC-HR
Faculty development
95
3.83
0.91
57
3.81
0.95
38
3.87
0.84
0.06
IRC-MC
Marketing practices
95
3.81
0.98
57
3.86
0.97
38
3.74
1.00
0.12
IRC-MC
Institution brand identity
95
3.79
0.94
57
3.77
0.98
38
3.82
0.90
0.05
IRC-RDC
Program quality assessment
95
3.79
1.02
57
4.04
0.91
38
3.42
1.08
0.62
IRC-HR
Academic support services
95
3.73
0.87
57
3.74
0.81
38
3.71
0.96
0.03
IRC-HR
Faculty research and scholarly experience
95
3.63
0.96
57
3.60
1.03
38
3.68
0.84
0.08
EISC-RAC
Lower tuition
91
3.58
1.28
55
3.65
1.29
36
3.47
1.28
0.18
IRC-MC
Past performance on certification examinations
95
3.54
1.37
57
3.79
1.19
38
3.16
1.55
0.63
EISC-RAC
High level of specialization
92
3.53
1.12
55
3.49
1.09
37
3.59
1.19
0.10
IRC-FR
Program financial management
96
3.46
0.98
57
3.42
1.03
39
3.51
0.91
0.09
IRC-FR
Institution’s financial status
96
3.44
0.95
57
3.46
0.91
39
3.41
1.02
0.05
IRC-OR
Alliances and partnerships
95
3.42
1.18
57
3.61
1.04
39
3.15
1.33
0.46
IRC-MC
Institution / program ranking on published lists
95
3.38
1.14
57
3.53
1.07
38
3.16
1.22
0.37
IRC-MC
Job placement rates
94
3.36
1.24
57
3.56
1.09
37
3.05
1.41
0.51
EISC-RAC
Shorter program duration
91
3.23
1.39
55
3.25
1.27
36
3.19
1.58
0.06
EISC-RAC
Low number of competing programs
91
3.22
1.09
54
3.11
1.09
37
3.38
1.09
0.27
EISC-PS
High control over costs of program delivery and support
93
3.19
1.10
56
3.27
1.02
37
3.08
1.21
0.19
EISC-RAC
Higher admission requirements
91
3.00
1.06
55
3.11
0.90
36
2.83
1.28
0.28
IRC-RDC
Program research activities
94
2.97
1.08
56
2.95
1.12
38
3.00
1.04
0.05
EISC-TNE
High barriers to implement competing programs
92
2.80
1.09
56
2.86
1.17
36
2.72
0.97
0.14
EISC-TS
Low risk for the development a substitute
91
2.79
1.15
55
2.64
1.13
36
3.03
1.16
0.39
EISC-PB
Low control of payers to negotiate reduced tuition
90
2.79
1.16
54
2.67
1.18
36
2.97
1.11
0.30
IRC-FR
Non-tuition-based revenue
96
2.64
1.25
57
2.61
1.32
39
2.67
1.15
0.06
Note. Difference in mean factor ratings between nursing and other programs ≥10% are in boldface. ∆ = Numerical difference in mean factor rating between nursing and other programs. IRC = internal
resources and capabilities; EISC = external industry structure and context; OR = organizational resources; HR = human resources; FR = financial resources; PCR = physical capital resources; MC =
marketing capabilities; RDC = research and development capabilities; EIC = environment and industry context; RAC = rivalry among competitors; PS = power of suppliers; TNE = threat of new
entrants; TS = threat of substitutes; PB = power of buyers.
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Figure 4.2. Comparison of mean factor ratings of competitive advantage for graduate
healthcare distance education programs as perceived by academic administrators in
nursing vs. other programs. The order of the factors displayed on the horizontal axis is
based on the combined mean ratings of all respondents (highest combined mean ratings
displayed on the left side).

groups was even lower at 0.10 (2.06%). For the five factors that were deemed as noninfluential, the combined numerical difference in the mean rating scores between the two
groups was slightly higher at 0.19 (3.76%).
Of the 38 individual factors compared between the two groups of respondents,
three factors demonstrated a numerical difference in mean factor ratings that exceeded
10% of the total scale. The nursing administrators rated the strength of the program
quality assessment at 4.04 while the non-nursing administrators rated the same factor at
3.42. It represents a numerical difference of 0.62 (12.3%). The second factor that saw its
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difference in mean factor rating exceed 10% of the scale was the strength of past
performance on professional certification examinations. The nursing administrators
collectively rated the factor at 3.79 while the non-nursing administrators rated it at 3.19.
It represents a numerical difference of 0.63 (12.60%). The third factor that had a mean
rating difference exceeding 10% of the scale was strength of job placement rates. The
nursing administrators collectively rated the factor at 3.56 while the non-nursing
administrators rated it at 3.06. It represents a numerical difference of 0.51 (10.20%).
There were four additional factors that had a relatively high numerical difference
between the mean rating scores of nursing and non-nursing administrators: (a) strength of
alliances and partnerships with external healthcare organizations had a numerical
difference of 0.46, nursing group had higher rating; (b) high market demand for the
program, 0.44, nursing group had higher rating; (c) low risk for the development of an
academic substitute for the program, 0.39, non-nursing group had higher rating; and (d)
strength of the institution / program ranking on published lists, 0.37, nursing group had
higher rating. Additional investigation would be required to better evaluate the cause or
explanations for these variations in mean factor ratings.
The remaining 31 factors had a numerical difference ≤ 0.3, or ≤ 6.0% of the scale,
between the mean factor ratings of nursing and non-nursing administrators. Given the
small numerical difference in the mean factor ratings of nursing and non-nursing program
administrators for the majority of the factors evaluated in this study, it is concluded that
both groups rated the factors of competitive advantage similarly. Therefore, with the
exception of the few factors that had a more elevated numerical difference in the mean
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rating scores as previously described in this section, the results of this study did not
display a nursing-centric perspective.
Summary
A survey on the factors that influence the development of a competitive advantage
for graduate healthcare distance education programs was administered to a sample of 335
academic administrators. Ninety-eight respondents (29.3%) answered the survey and
acknowledged that they met the inclusion criteria for the study.
The demographic data collected in the survey indicated that the majority of the
respondents worked at private not-for-profit and public institutions. Nine different types
of institutions were represented in the pool of respondents based on their Carnegie
Classification. Approximately two thirds of respondents oversaw master’s level programs
while one third oversaw doctorate level coursework. The highest percentages of
participants were from the fields of nursing, nutrition / dietetics, occupational therapy,
and physical therapy. More than half of the respondents had four years or more of
experience overseeing a graduate healthcare distance education program. The academic
programs overseen by the respondents had a wide range of student enrollment numbers
and tuition charges. The majority of the respondents also had a larger percentage of fulltime faculty members than part-time faculty members teaching in their programs.
When looking at the factors of competitive advantage for graduate healthcare
distance education as perceived by academic administrators, the results of the survey
demonstrated that 33 of the 38 suggested factors met the threshold to be considered as
influential in the development of a competitive advantage. Of the 33 influential factors,
14 were perceived as “very influential” and 19 were perceived as “somewhat influential”.
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The program curriculum, learning environment, and course delivery methods ranked the
highest. The non-tuition-based revenue, low control of payers to negotiate reduced
tuition, and low risk for the development of a substitute were ranked the lowest. Overall,
the factors contained within the internal resources and capabilities section were perceived
as more influential when compared to the factors within the external industry structure
and context group.
The survey provided an opportunity to collect additional factors of competitive
advantage as perceived by academic administrators. Four of the suggested factors were
not previously considered in the survey or couldn’t be included as a subset of a more
general factor. The strength of the admission process, having classes taught by full-time
faculty members, offering a new academic degree, and the strength of academic
partnerships with other institutions could all be considered as potential factors
influencing the development of competitive advantage for graduate healthcare distance
education programs providing future research supports their perceived influence.
Additional analysis was performed to determine if the responses from nursing
program administrators differed from other program administrators. Overall, both groups
rated the factors of competitive advantage similarly. With the exception of the few factors
that had more divergent responses, the results of this study did not display a nursingcentric perspective.
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Chapter 5: Discussion
Introduction
In the last decade, the technological advancements and the development of new
pedagogical methods have contributed to the rise in popularity and utilization of distance
education. During this period, a double digit annual growth in student enrollment in
distance education programs overshadowed the 2% growth in student enrollment in
traditional classroom-based academic programs (Allen & Seaman, 2010). The
proliferation of distance education has been associated with an increase in the number of
academic program offerings across various disciplines (e.g., business, education, and
engineering) and higher education level (i.e., undergraduate and graduate). This
movement has also been observed in the healthcare professions. The added convenience
and the flexibility of distance education programs has increased the opportunities for
healthcare professionals to gain access to graduate-level healthcare programs (Dykman &
Davis, 2008a; Wells & Dellinger, 2011). Today, clinical advanced degrees are
increasingly offered in distance education settings.
While the competition between programs traditionally existed at the local level,
the recent growth of the distance education program offerings have increased the global
reach of competing institutions for students. The emergence of for-profit institutions,
many of them competing in the distance education market, has accentuated the
competitive higher education landscape traditionally headed by non-for-profit
institutions. As the competition for students intensified, colleges and universities have to
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increase the value of their distance education program offerings by developing better
competitive strategies. To that end, it is increasingly important for academic program
administrators to understand the factors that contribute to the development of a
competitive advantage (i.e., benefit held by an institution or program that has developed a
value-creating quality that is not currently implemented by its competitors and is difficult
to imitate) for their programs. A competitive advantage promotes the development of a
dominant position in a market allowing a company to achieve a better performance
(Singh, 2012).
Unfortunately, there is limited empirical information available to help guide
administrators in the planning and development of successful distance education
programs (Meyer et al., 2009; Shelton, 2010). Only a small number of studies explored
the factors that influence the development of a competitive advantage in distance
education programs (Huang et al., 2010; Huang & Lee, 2012; Lynch & Baines, 2004;
Meyer et al., 2009; Meyer & Wilson, 2010; Osika, 2006; Shelton, 2010). To this date,
there are no studies published in the peer-reviewed literature on the factors that contribute
to the development of a competitive advantage for graduate healthcare distance education
programs. The ability to accurately identify the factors contributing to the development of
a competitive advantage for distance education programs could assist academic
administrators in differentiating their products and improving their competitive position
(Udo et al., 2011).
This study used a quantitative, descriptive research method to identify and rate the
factors that influence the development of a competitive advantage for graduate healthcare
distance education programs as perceived by higher education institution administrators.
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The study was based on a theoretical framework that combined two popular theories of
competitive advantage, notably the industry structure and context and the internal
resources and capabilities. A survey was administered to a sample of 335 academic
administrators who directly oversaw graduate healthcare distance education programs.
Ninety-eight respondents answered the survey and acknowledged that they met the
inclusion criteria for the study (i.e., oversaw academic program delivered 80% or more
online that leads to a master's or doctorate degree with the goal of training future
clinicians who will be involved in the treatment or observation of living patients). The
responses were used to answer the three research questions.
A series of mean factor ratings was compiled for all 38 suggested factors (see
Table 4.5). The factors with ratings at or above 4.0 on the 5-point Likert scale were
considered as “very influential”, between 3.0 and 4.0 were considered as “somewhat
influential”, and less than 3.0 were considered as “not influential”. The answer to the first
research question, “What are the factors that influence the development of a competitive
advantage for graduate healthcare distance education programs as perceived by higher
education administrators?”, revealed that 33 of the 38 suggested factors (86.8%) met the
threshold to be considered as influential in the development of a competitive advantage,
while five factors (13.2%) did not meet that threshold. Of the influential factors, 14
(36.8% of suggested factors) were perceived as “very influential” and 19 (50.0% of
suggested factors) were perceived as “somewhat influential”.
The answer to the second question, “How do higher education administrators of
graduate healthcare distance education programs rate the influence of each factor for the
development of a competitive advantage?”, demonstrated that the top 10 highest rating
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factors were the strength of the curriculum, the strength of the learning environment, and
the strength of the course delivery methods rated the highest, followed by the strength of
the technology support services, the strength of the institution / program reputation, the
strength of the faculty teaching experience, being regionally accredited, the strength the
faculty academic credentials, a high market demand, and the strength of the program
administration. These factors were all rated as very influential by the respondents for the
development of a competitive advantage for graduate healthcare distance education
programs. The factors that rated the lowest and did not meet the threshold to be
considered as influential were: the strength of non-tuition-based revenue, a low control of
payers to negotiate reduced tuition, a low risk for the development of a substitute, high
barriers to implement competing programs, and the strength of program research
activities.
The third question, “Are internal resources and capabilities or external industry
structure and context perceived as more influential by higher education administrators in
the development of a competitive advantage for the graduate healthcare distance
education programs?”, evolved from the theoretical framework used in this research. The
results demonstrated that collectively, the factors included in the category of internal
resources and capabilities were far and above more influential compared to the factors in
the category of external industry structure and context.
This chapter provides an analysis and a discussion of the results of the study.
First, the implications of the findings are presented as they relate to the fields of practice,
research, education, leadership, and policy within the context of graduate healthcare
distance education programs. A discussion on the limitations of the study will follow.
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From these elements will emerge a series of recommendations for practice, future
research, education, leadership, and policy. The chapter will conclude with a summary of
the research project, its findings, and significance.
Implications of Findings
The concept of competitive advantage has been researched extensively in the
corporate world (Barney & Zajac, 1994; Barney, 1991; Essary, 2011; Heywood &
Kenley, 2008; Porter, 1985; Singh, 2012). However, the factors that contribute to the
development of a competitive advantage have not been previously studied in graduate
healthcare distance education programs. In fact, there has been limited empirical research
performed on this subject in higher education (Meyer & Wilson, 2010). This section
presents the implications of the findings of this research on administrative practice,
research, education, leadership, and policies.
Implications for practice. The importance of effective strategic planning and
resource allocation has received an increasing amount of attention in the published
literature, especially in higher education (Kimbler, 2009). The results of this study have
significant implications for academic leaders looking to improve the competitive
advantage of the programs already offered at their institution. By focusing their
programmatic operations towards the development of a competitive advantage, academic
administrators will be better equipped to compete in the distance education environment.
This research provides valuable insights into the factors that influence the development of
a competitive advantage for graduate healthcare distance education programs. Academic
administrators who focus their strategic plan and resource allocations towards the most
influential factors identified in this study are likely to place their programs in a position
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to successfully compete in this market. In effect, this study provides a roadmap to help
guide academic leaders in the development of successful graduate healthcare distance
education programs.
According to the respondents of the survey, the strength of the program
curriculum, the strength of the learning environment, the strength of the course delivery
methods, the strength of the technology support services, and the strength of the
institution / program reputation rated as the most influential factors. These factors, along
with the other “very influential” factors (see Table 4.6) should be strongly considered by
academic leaders in the strategic management of graduate healthcare distance education
programs. For example, a curriculum that includes popular subjects with students, is
hosted within a robust and reliable learning management system, is delivered by using
effective and teaching and learning methods, and is leading to a degree from a reputable
institution would appear to be essential in the development of a competitive advantage
for graduate healthcare distance education programs.
The respondents also determined that the strength of program research activities,
the presence of high barriers to implement competing programs, a low risk for the
development of a substitute for the academic program, a low control of payers to
negotiate reduced tuition, and the strength of non-tuition-based revenue did not influence
the development of a competitive advantage for graduate healthcare distance education
programs. The results of this study imply that limited resources should be devoted to the
promotion of the factors that were not perceived as influential in the development of a
competitive advantage. Academic administrators who concentrate their strategic plans
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and resource allocations towards the development of the non-influential factors are
unlikely to succeed in the development of a competitive advantage for their programs.
The study focused on the influence of the factors that promote the development of
a competitive advantage as perceived by academic administrators of graduate healthcare
distance education programs. It remains unknown if the results of this study can translate
to undergraduate-level or non-healthcare graduate programs, such as business, education,
or science. While the benefits of aligning the program resources towards the development
of factors such as the strength of the program curriculum, the strength of the learning
environment, and the strength of the course delivery methods would appear to apply to all
distance education programs across multiple disciplines and academic levels, further
research would be needed to confirm this.
In addition, the majority (over 65%) of the academic administrators who
responded to the survey described that they had a greater proportion of full-time faculty
teaching in their programs. While the ratio of full-time faculty and part-time faculty
members was not included in the survey as a potential factor of competitive advantage, it
may be more relevant than originally thought. In fact, having courses taught by full-time
faculty members was suggested twice by the respondents of the survey as a potential
factor of competitive advantage. More research would be necessary to determine the
influence of having a high proportion of full-time faculty members in the development of
a competitive advantage for graduate healthcare distance education programs. In effect,
academic administrators may need to reconsider the practice of hiring a large proportion
of part-time faculty members teaching in distance education programs, especially in times
of fiscal constraints, in order to develop a competitive advantage for their programs.
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The theoretical framework that guided this research was one of the few to
integrate two prominent theories of competitive advantage, (i.e., internal resources and
capabilities and external industry structure and context) (see Figure 1.1). The results of
the study demonstrated that academic administrators need to focus their strategic
management towards the factors comprised within the category of internal resources and
capabilities. Of the 14 factors that were considered as very influential in the development
of a competitive advantage for graduate healthcare distance education programs, 12 were
included within the category of internal resources and capabilities (the strength of the
program curriculum, the strength of the learning environment, the strength of the course
delivery methods, the strength of the technology support services, the strength of the
institution / program reputation, the strength of the faculty teaching experience, the
strength of the faculty academic credentials, the strength of the program administration,
the strength of the faculty clinical experience, the strength of the organization processes
and policies, the strength of the institution website, and the strength of the student
satisfaction measures). Conversely, only two factors that were considered as very
influential in the development of a competitive advantage for graduate healthcare
distance education programs originated from the external industry structure and context
category (regional accreditation and high market demand). Furthermore, three of the five
factors that were deemed as non-influential for the development of a competitive
advantage for graduate healthcare distance education programs were comprised within
the category of external industry structure and context. The results imply that, in general,
academic administrators need to focus their strategic management plan towards
improving their internal resources and capabilities and perhaps spend less time focusing
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on the external industry structure and context to develop a competitive advantage for
their programs.
Implications for research. At the time of this writing, this study was the first to
identify and rate the factors that influence the development of a competitive advantage
for graduate healthcare distance education programs as perceived by academic
administrators. By exploring the perceived influence of 38 selected factors, it contributed
significantly to the body of knowledge within the field of competitive advantage in
higher education and distance education. This section discusses the implications of the
results of this study on the body of research in the field of competitive advantage in
distance education and how the results compare to other studies performed to date.
The results of this study were aligned and supported by several authors in the
literature. Huang and Lee (2012) indicated that the human resources factors (including
faculty qualifications), the strength of the organization processes and policies, and the
strength of the curriculum were considered important in the development of a competitive
advantage in higher education institutions in Taiwan. Huang and Lee (2012) also agreed
with the results of this study concerning the fact that the research and development
capabilities should be considered as less important contributors for the development of a
competitive advantage. Lynch and Baines (2004) also emphasized that the development
of core competencies (i.e., production skills and technologies that provide benefits to
customers, including teaching, learning, and assessment strategies) and the institutional
reputation would positively influence the development of a competitive advantage for
Universities in the United Kingdom. Conversely, the result of this study contradicted
Lynch and Baines (2004) who emphasized the importance to develop knowledge-based
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advantages (intellectual property arising from research, copyrighted material) to achieve
a competitive advantage.
The results of this study also aligned particularly well with the majority of the
elements of the concentric model published by Osika (2006), especially the importance of
faculty support and competence, student academic and technological support, curriculum
development and content delivery, strength of the course management system, support of
administrative processes and policies, and community support. Of the factors proposed
by Rovai and Downey (2010) that help determine the success or failure of distance
education programs, only the course design and delivery was rated as very influential in
the development of a competitive advantage by the respondents of this study. The other
factors (planning, marketing and recruitment, financial management, quality assurance,
student retention, and faculty development) were rated as “somewhat influential.”
Among the principles for promoting the financial sustainability of distance
education programs suggested by Meyer et al. (2009) and components of the balanced
scorecard approach to managing online programs as proposed by Varner (2011), several
were perceived as very influential in this study. The importance to maintain good
financial management rules and stay within operating costs (strength of the
administration), to know your market (high market demand), to have a strong web
identity, to hire good faculty members (strength of the faculty teaching experience and
academic credentials), and to continually improve courses and curriculum (strength of the
curriculum and course delivery methods) were all perceived by the respondents of this
study as very influential in the development of a competitive advantage.
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A new theoretical framework (see Figure 1.1) was developed to evaluate the
factors that influence the development of graduate healthcare distance education
programs. The framework used in this research integrates two popular theories of
competitive advantage (i.e., internal resources and capabilities and external industry
structure and context), based on the work of several authors (Barney, 1991; Grundy,
2006; Huang & Lee, 2012; Martinez & Wolverton, 2009; Meyer et al., 2009; Porter,
1979, 1985, 2008; Pringle & Huisman, 2011; Varner, 2011; Verona, 1999). The
framework could be used as an integrative model to guide future research on competitive
advantage within or outside the field of higher education.
While this study was the first to identify and rate the factors that influence the
development of a competitive advantage for graduate healthcare distance education
programs as perceived by academic administrators, the results demonstrated significant
alignment with some of the results of previously published studies (Huang & Lee, 2012;
Lynch & Baines, 2004; Meyer et al., 2009; Osika, 2006; Rovai & Downey, 2010; Varner,
2011) aimed at identifying the factors that contribute to the quality, support, performance,
strategic management, and financial sustainability of distance education programs.
Nonetheless, it remains unknown to what extent the success of an academic program is
tied to the development of a competitive advantage in the distance education
environment. The relationship between program success and competitive advantage could
be the subject of a future research study.
Implications for education. This study highlighted the importance of several
factors in the development of a competitive advantage for graduate healthcare distance
education programs. This section discusses the implications of the factors that rated the
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highest and some that rated the lowest among the participants of the study as they relate
to the field of education.
The respondents significantly emphasized the role of the curriculum, rating this
factor as the most influential. This was not surprising because academic administrators
are often charged with overseeing the continuous improvement of their curriculum. Since
the respondents to the survey were all directly overseeing a distance education program,
it is implied that they have inherent knowledge of the competitive advantages provided
by a strong and appealing curriculum. By continually improving the curriculum through
an efficient programmatic assessment process, faculty and administrators demonstrate
their commitment to improving the student experience and their learning outcomes
(Huang & Lee, 2012; Meyer et al., 2009). This, in turn, provides an environment where
the students are more likely to be satisfied with their education.
The factor that received the second highest rating was the strength of the learning
environment. In the distance education environment, most of the courses are now
delivered within learning management systems (e.g., Blackboard [Washington, D.C.],
Instructure’s Canvas [Salt Lake City, UT], Desire2Learn [Kitchener, ON]). Based on the
respondents, the type of learning management system utilized in distance education has a
strong influence on the development of a competitive advantage for graduate distance
education programs. This supports the findings of Osika (2006) who describes that the
ease of use, breadth of the tool set, and the consistency of the visual appearance of the
interface are critical for the development and delivery of successful courses in the online
environment. In addition, Macfadyen and Dawson (2012) and Ice et al. (2012) explained
how the data tracking of student activities available through the latest versions of learning
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management systems allow course instructors and administrators to better understand the
behaviors of students and the factors that impact program success, completion rates, and
learning outcomes. Given the broad utilization of learning management systems across
distance education programs, it is not surprising that the academic administrators
perceived the strength of the learning environment as one of the most influential factors
in the development of a competitive advantage for graduate healthcare distance education
programs.
The factor that received the third highest rating is the strength of the course
delivery methods. When compared to the traditional face-to-face classroom environment,
distance education occurs when students and faculty are separated by time and/or space.
In most cases, this separation requires the use of different pedagogical methods to
facilitate the course delivery. This requires knowledgeable and experienced faculty to
teach in the distance education environment. In effect, online course delivery typically
requires the faculty to have the ability to deliver interactive content electronically, to
facilitate student interactions, and to be engaged throughout the week to moderate course
discussions and answer student questions (Osika, 2006). In this setting, faculty must
accept the responsibility for the effectiveness of the course delivery to a diverse audience
of learners with different learning styles. As described by Rovai and Downey (2010),
careful attention to online course design and pedagogy are necessary to promote the
development of successful programs, along with the development of a skilled teaching
force.
Of the factors that rated the lowest, one could question the reason why the
strength of the program research activities did not meet the threshold to be considered as
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influential in the development of a competitive advantage for graduate healthcare
distance education programs. After all, research and scholarship activities are included in
the majority of the mission statements of colleges and universities. Furthermore, the
advancement and creation of new knowledge has the potential to positively influence
other factors, such as the reputation of the program or the brand identity of the institution.
The involvement of faculty members in research allows them to remain at the highest
level of knowledge within their specific discipline. Additionally, the obtention of
research grants by faculty members, requiring them to allocate their time between
research and teaching responsibilities, allows academic programs to increase their pool of
faculty members, adding to the diversity of the knowledge and capabilities of the
program. With all this considered, the fact that academic administrators rated the strength
of the program research activities so low was unexpected and would require further
research to determine the true cause of this lower rating.
Potential reasons to explain the low rating of the strength of the research activities
could be related to the difference in the context and purpose of graduate healthcare
distance education programs when compared to traditional classroom-based graduate
programs. Many online faculty members who teach in graduate healthcare distance
education programs are considered part-time adjunct without tenure-track appointments.
This was evident in the survey where 35% of the academic administrators overseeing
graduate healthcare distance education programs had a larger percentage of part-time
faculty members than full-time faculty members teaching in their academic programs.
The responsibilities of this type of faculty member are primarily related to teaching, not
research. Therefore, the relatively large percentage of part-time faculty members who
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teach in graduate healthcare distance education programs and do have research
responsibilities can help explain the lower rating of the strength of the research activities
in the survey.
Additionally, one can presume that the strength of the programmatic research
activities did not influence the competitive advantage of these programs because they are
training clinicians, not researchers or future educators. The clinical skills and
competencies developed in these programs may be more important to the students than
the research agendas of the faculty and staff members. In addition, the nature of distance
education does not provide the students with an easy access to traditional expensive
laboratory equipment, a prerequisite for many advanced research projects. This may also
help explain why the research activities were not included in the principles and guidelines
for the development of successful distance education by multiple authors (Meyer et al.,
2009; Osika, 2006; Rovai & Downey, 2010; Varner, 2011). This also aligns with the
findings of Huang and Lee (2012) who determined that research and development
capabilities were less important contributors to the institutional performance of technical
and vocational higher education institutions. Consequently, the specialized context and
purpose of graduate healthcare distance education can help explain the reason why the
strength of programmatic research activities was not perceived as influential in the
development of a competitive advantage by the respondents of the survey.
Implications for leadership. The broad spectrum of factors that were perceived
as very influential by the respondents of the survey for the development of a competitive
advantage for graduate healthcare distance education programs have specific implications
for leadership. The factors that were perceived as very influential are traditionally under
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the supervision of multiple different divisions at a college or university. In considering
elements such as the curriculum, course delivery methods, technology support services,
learning management system, regional accreditation, program administration,
institutional website, and student satisfaction measures, one can observe that the very
influential factors are comprised within multiple academic divisions at a typical college
or university. Academic leaders need to develop an organizational structure that will
allow one or more people who understand the factors that influence the development of a
competitive advantage for their academic programs to oversee as many of these factors as
possible.
The results of the study provide an argument for a centralized form of leadership
for distance education programs. The two-part study by McCarthy and Samors (2009)
and Seaman (2009) supported this argument. According to the authors, there is a
perceived need for distance education to be developed as a core and integral component
of the organization’s strategic plan and implementation. The authors argue that distance
education programs benefit from a centralization of the administrative and support
services to strengthen the programs. The results of the study by Card and Card (2007)
support the findings of the report published by McCarthy and Samors (2009) that a
centralized administrative structure could allow distance education programs to better
implement their strategies and achieve their mission and goals. According to McCarthy
and Samors (2009), there is evidence that distance education programs succeed with
consistent and adequate support from the administration, academic division and
technology resources directed at faculty and students. Finally, it was recommended that
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all constituents (faculty, administrators, supporting staff) must work together to increase
the quality (and perceived quality) of the learning outcomes.
Implications for policy. The results of this study may have some implications
towards the development of future policy. As the government is looking to reduce costs
and reduce the default rate on student loans, accreditors will accentuate the focus of their
evaluation of academic programs on the strength of the program curriculum, learning
management systems, course delivery methods, or technology support services to meet
their program goals and financial obligations. Institutions that have underperforming
programs with low levels of performance on professional certification examinations, low
levels of student satisfaction, or poor job placement rates may be forced to abandon some
of their academic programs if they are not able to develop a business model with built-in
factors of competitive advantage and success for distance education. Similarly, the
approval of new academic programs by state education departments or regional
accreditors may, one day, require additional information on the factors that provide a
competitive advantage for distance education programs.
Limitations
This study had a small number of inherent limitations due to the categories of
respondents of the survey. There were no responses collected from the academic
administrators surveyed in the fields of athletic training, audiology, clinical practice
management, exercise science or kinesiology, holistic health studies,
psychopharmacology, radiology assistant, and respiratory care therapy. The absence of
participation from these academic administrators was a limiting factor because it
narrowed the diversity of academic programs represented within this study. Additionally,
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given the population sample of administrators overseeing graduate healthcare distance
education programs, it remains unknown if the results of this study can translate to
undergraduate-level or non-healthcare graduate programs, such as business, education, or
science.
Finally, the post-hoc analysis revealed that the relatively large proportion of
respondents from the field of nursing (58.2%) strongly influenced the mean rating of
three factors, in a proportion exceeding 10% of the response scale. These factors are: the
strength of the program quality assessment, the strength of past performance on
professional certification examination, and the strength of job placement rates. It is
possible that the professions with more rigorous professional accreditation requirements
and competitive professional certification examinations, such as nursing, would put more
emphasis on the influence of the strength of these factors in the development of a
competitive advantage because of the prominent attention that these factors receive in the
daily administration of these programs.
Recommendations
This study provided the first insights into the factors that influence the
development of a competitive advantage for graduate healthcare distance education
programs. A series of recommendations emerged from the results of this study to improve
practice, education, leadership, and for future research and policies. This section will
discuss these recommendations within the context of higher education with a special
focus on distance education programs.
Recommendations for practice. The results of the study provided a guiding
framework for academic administrators to utilize the factors of competitive advantage in
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the implementation and development of successful distance education programs.
Focusing the programmatic resources on the very influential factors is likely to provide a
competitive advantage in the distance education marketplace and positively influence the
student enrollment, learning outcomes, and other success measures. Similarly, it does not
appear that the level of competitiveness of an academic program will be negatively
impacted if administrators fail to promote the factors that were not perceived as
influential.
Nonetheless, academic administrators need to recognize that a competitive
advantage results from a benefit held by an institution or program that has developed a
value-creating quality that is not currently implemented by its competitors and is difficult
to imitate. It promotes the development of a dominant position in a market allowing an
institution or program to achieve a better performance (Mooney, 2007; Singh, 2012). As
such, the development of a competitive advantage does not occur in a vacuum. It is
implemented by understanding the practices of competitors and developing strategies that
will add value beyond those implemented at other institutions. It is important for
academic administrators to know their market, understand what the students’ value in
their educational experience, recognize the offerings of their competitors, and work to
provide a higher value for their customers (students). As stated by Meyer et al. (2009),
“You need to ask yourself some hard questions.” (p.39). It is only with a clear
understanding of the needs of the students and the educational offerings of the
competition that academic administrators will be able to utilize the results of this study to
guide the development of successful programs.
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The results of this study can be used by program administrators of multiple
healthcare disciplines to improve the competitive advantage of their programs. In
addition to the very influential factors presented in the results, academic administrators
from the field of nursing would need to specifically consider the three factors that were
determined to be nursing-centric. These factors are: the strength of the program quality
assessment, the strength of past performance on professional certification examination,
and the strength of job placement rates. These factors rated significantly higher (over
10% of the scale) for the discipline of nursing compared to other disciplines and would
influence at a greater level the development of a competitive advantage for nursing
programs.
Recommendations for research. The research provided an overview of the
factors that influence the development of a competitive advantage as perceived by
academic administrators of graduate healthcare distance education programs. While an
appreciation of the influence of each factor is greatly useful for academic administrators,
further research could offer additional details to help guide academic leaders in the
development of successful programs.
A new theoretical framework was developed for this research based on the
leading theories of competitive advantage. The framework presents a holistic view of
competitive advantage incorporating elements of the external industry structure and
context and internal resources and capabilities. Future research could use this framework
to continue the evaluation of factors that influence the development of competitive
advantage in various environments.

168

By looking at the factor ratings, it is easy to understand the perceived influence of
each factor in the development of a competitive advantage for graduate healthcare
distance education programs. Unfortunately, a specific factor may have different
components that may influence the development of a competitive advantage in different
ways. A future study could breakdown each very influential factor to determine the
relative influence of the sub-parts of that factor. For example, what sub-elements of the
strength of the curriculum, learning environment, and course delivery methods most
influence the development of a competitive advantage for distance education programs?
This information would provide additional guidance to academic administrators who
work to add value to their program offerings.
This research was able to identify and rate the factors of competitive advantage
for graduate healthcare distance education programs. It remains unknown to what extent
the success of an academic program is tied to the development of a competitive
advantage in the distance education environment. Evaluating the correlation between the
success of an academic program and its competitive advantage could be the subject of a
future research.
Additionally, the data collected focused solely on the perception of academic
administrators. At this juncture, it is unclear if different stakeholder populations, such as
faculty, students, parents, and admission counselors would rate the factors in the same
way. Future research could reproduce the research, adapting the factors for each different
group of stakeholders.
Similarly, the data collected focused on graduate healthcare distance education
programs. It is unknown if the factor ratings would remain the same for other disciplines,
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such as business, education, or science and technology programs. Further studies could
focus on an evaluation of discipline-specific factors of competitive advantage for
multiple academic fields. Likewise, this evaluation could focus on the differences
between education levels, such as undergraduate versus graduate programs.
With the exception of the ad-hoc analysis performed on the influence of the
nursing programs on the overall rating of the factors of competitive advantage for
graduate healthcare distance education programs, no additional evaluation of the factors
was performed based on the specific categories of respondents. Further research could
evaluate for a correlation or perform a regression analysis to evaluate any association
between the factor ratings and various demographic elements of the academic programs,
such as the number of students enrolled, the tuition cost, the faculty/student ratio, the
percentage of adjunct faculty members, the type of institution (i.e., public, private nonprofit, private for-profit), and the experience of program administrators. Knowledge of
this information could provide additional guidance to academic program administrators to
help compare their programs against a group of selected peers.
Finally, there is currently no clear quantitative measure of competitive advantage
for academic programs. This research used an interval scale to compare the perceived
influence of multiple factors on the development of a competitive advantage for graduate
healthcare distance education programs. Further research could attempt to develop a
quantitative score based on discipline-specific and level-specific factors of competitive
advantage that could potentially be used by interested stakeholders to rank academic
programs on their levels of competitive advantage.
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Recommendations for education. The results of the study demonstrated the need
for academic administrators to concentrate their resources and strategic management on
the factors that influence the development of a competitive advantage for graduate
healthcare distance education programs. Unfortunately, many of these factors are not
currently evaluated by academic institutions. In the competitive environment of distance
education, it is increasingly important for academic administrators to develop specific
measures and establish benchmarks for the majority of the factors that influence the
development of a competitive advantage. These measures will allow academic
administrators to track the performance of their programs and have the data needed to
make effective decisions. Given the competitive nature of distance education, it is
becoming progressively necessary for academic administrators to adopt elements of a
business model based on the theories of competitive advantage (i.e., internal resources
and capabilities and the external industry and context) to ensure the future success of
their programs.
Recommendations for leadership. Given the broad spectrum of factors that were
perceived as very influential by the respondents of the survey and the wide range of
expertise needed to attract and support the students in distance education programs,
academic leaders will need to develop an organizational structure that will promote the
development of a competitive advantage for their program. Because the competitive
nature of distance education programs is different from face-to-face classroom programs,
and because students enrolled in distance education programs have different needs and
require specialized support, the leadership team of distance education programs must
have the ability, authority, and resources needed to adequately compete and succeed in
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the distance education market. As described by Card and Card (2007), McCarthy and
Samors (2009), and Seaman (2009), there is a perceived need for a centralization of the
administrative and support services to strengthen the programs. Academic leaders who
supervise distance education programs must have the skills, knowledge and experience to
oversee specialized academic operations (i.e., unique administrative requirements,
technology resources, teaching methodologies, faculty roles, and diverse student
population) (Vasile-Daniel & Adriana, 2009). The results of this study support the
argument that a centralized administrative structure, where student recruitment,
accreditation, technology support, and academic affairs services work closely together,
would allow distance education programs to better implement their strategies and achieve
their mission and goals.
Recommendations for policy. In a political and fiscal context where the federal
government is looking to reduce costs and the default rate on federal student loans, the
results of this study may be of interest to policy makers and accreditors looking to insure
that distance education programs provide meaningful employment opportunities to their
graduates. Discussions and debates on gainful employment regulations have recently
taken place in the higher education media (Fain, 2014). As the federal government is
attempting to curb the high rate of default on federal student loans, especially at for-profit
institutions and community colleges, the results of this study may be used by accreditors
to focus their inquiry on the factors that contribute to the development of a competitive
advantage for distance education programs.
If the results of this study are eventually confirmed for different academic
disciplines and higher education levels for distance education programs, accreditors will
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increasingly become interested in the documentation and evaluation of metrics of
competitive advantage. Specifically, accreditors may become interested in the alignment
of the institution’s strategic plan and resource allocation process with the factors of
competitive advantage for distance education programs. Therefore, this research may
support the efforts of the federal government who is attempting to reduce the number of
underperforming programs with poor job placement and high default rates.
Conclusion
The last decade has witnessed a double digit percentage annual growth in the
utilization of distance education with the development of new program offerings across
different disciplines. The technological advances, the added convenience, and the
flexibility of distance education programs has increased the opportunities for healthcare
professionals to gain access to graduate-level healthcare programs (Dykman & Davis,
2008a; Wells & Dellinger, 2011). The increase in the number of distance education
programs, without geographic or time constraints, significantly modified the traditional
competitive landscape of higher education institutions. The emergence of for-profit
institutions, many of them competing in the distance education market, also eroded the
market share of non-for-profit institutions. As the competition for students intensified,
colleges and universities have been attempting to increase the value of their distance
education program offerings by developing better competitive strategies.
To that end, it has become increasingly important for academic program
administrators to understand the factors that contribute to the development of a
competitive advantage (i.e., benefit held by an institution or program that has developed a
value-creating quality that is not currently implemented by its competitors and is difficult
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to imitate) for their programs. A competitive advantage promotes the development of a
dominant position in a market allowing a company to achieve a better performance
(Singh, 2012). The study of competitive advantage has emerged from an interdisciplinary
academic specialty called strategic management, which blends various heterogeneous
fields such as economics, sociology, marketing, and management (Nag et al., 2007) to
analyze the behaviors of organizations in relation to their performance.
Today, academic institutions are increasingly aware of the need to compare
themselves against the competition in order to remain at the forefront. As higher
education administrators attempt to develop successful distance education programs
while addressing expanded competition, they need to understand the factors that provide
a competitive advantage to their programs (Essary, 2011). Unfortunately, there is limited
empirical information available to help guide administrators in the planning and
development of successful distance education programs (Meyer et al., 2009; Shelton,
2010). The purpose of this study was to identify and rate the factors that influence the
development of a competitive advantage for graduate healthcare distance education
programs as perceived by academic administrators. The ability to accurately identify the
factors contributing to the development of a competitive advantage for distance education
programs could assist academic administrators in differentiating their products and
improving their competitive position (Udo et al., 2011).
A new theoretical framework was developed for this study incorporating concepts
of two complementary theories of competitive advantage: external industry structure and
context and internal resources and capabilities. The literature review revealed that only a
small number of studies have explored the factors that may influence the development of
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a competitive advantage in distance education programs (Huang et al., 2010; Huang &
Lee, 2012; Lynch & Baines, 2004; Meyer et al., 2009; Meyer & Wilson, 2010; Osika,
2006; Shelton, 2010). At the time of this writing, this study was the first to identify and
rate the factors of competitive advantage for graduate healthcare distance education
programs.
This study used a quantitative, descriptive research method to survey academic
administrators at multiple higher education institutions across the United States that offer
graduate level healthcare distance education programs. A search of the Integrated
Postsecondary Education Systems (IPEDS) website initially provided the name of the
institutions and graduate programs in healthcare related fields that are offered through
distance education. Only programs that offer master’s and doctorate level degrees were
included. Then, a search of each institutional website provided the names and contact
information (including e-mail addresses) for the administrators who directly oversee the
graduate healthcare distance education programs. All administrators with available
contact information were selected as the population sample for the study.
An electronic survey containing 15 questions was created by the researcher and
reviewed by two different groups of experts in the fields of competitive advantage and
distance education. The survey initially asked the participants to acknowledge that they
met the inclusion criteria for this study. It was followed by a series of demographic
questions (questions 2-7) on their respective institution or academic programs. For
questions 8-14, the participants were asked to rate a series of factors influencing the
development of a competitive advantage for graduate healthcare distance education
programs based on the theoretical framework of this study. For each question, interval
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choices were presented as: (a) not at all influential, (b) slightly influential, (c) somewhat
influential, (d) very influential, and (e) extremely influential. The last question was openended asking the participants to list and rate additional factors of competitive advantage
for graduate healthcare distance education programs. Questions 8-15 were used to answer
the three research questions: (a) what are the factors that influence the development of a
competitive advantage for graduate healthcare distance education programs as perceived
by higher education administrators?; (b) how do higher education administrators of
graduate healthcare distance education programs rate the influence of each factor for the
development of a competitive advantage?; and (c) are internal resources and capabilities
or external industry structure and context perceived as more influential by higher
education administrators in the development of a competitive advantage for the graduate
healthcare distance education programs?
The survey was administered to a sample of 335 academic administrators. Ninetyeight respondents (29.3%) answered the survey and acknowledged that they met the
inclusion criteria for the study. The demographic data indicated that the majority of the
respondents worked at private not-for-profit and public institutions. Nine different types
of institutions were represented in the pool of respondents based on their Carnegie
Classification. Approximately two-thirds of respondents oversaw master’s level programs
and one-third oversaw doctorate-level coursework. The highest percentages of
participants were from the fields of nursing, nutrition / dietetics, occupational therapy,
and physical therapy. More than half of the respondents had four years or more of
experience overseeing a graduate healthcare distance education program. The academic
programs overseen by the respondents had a wide range of student enrollment numbers
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and tuition charges. The majority of the respondents also had a larger percentage of fulltime faculty members than part-time faculty members teaching in their programs.
The results demonstrated that 33 of the 38 suggested factors met the threshold to
be considered as influential in the development of a competitive advantage, answering
the research questions 1 and 2. Of the 33 influential factors, 14 were perceived as “very
influential” and 19 were perceived as “somewhat influential.” The program curriculum,
learning environment, and course delivery methods rated the highest, followed by
technology support services, institution / program reputation, faculty teaching experience,
regional accreditation, faculty academic credentials, high market demand, and program
administration. The following factors rated the lowest and did not meet the threshold: (a)
non-tuition-based revenue, (b) low control of payers to negotiate reduced tuition, (c) low
risk for the development of a substitute, (d) high barriers to implement competing
programs, and (e) program research activities.
The survey provided an opportunity to collect additional factors of competitive
advantage as perceived by academic administrators. Four of the suggested factors were
not previously considered in the survey or couldn’t be included as a subset of a more
general factor. The strength of the admission process, having classes taught by full-time
faculty members, offering a new academic degree, and the strength of academic
partnerships with other institutions could all be considered as potential factors
influencing the development of competitive advantage for graduate healthcare distance
education programs providing future research supports their perceived influence.
The third research question was answered by evaluating the results of the factor
ratings based on the categories of the theoretical framework. The survey contained 27
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factors included under internal resources and capabilities and 11 factors included under
external industry structure and context. Overall, the factors contained within the internal
resources and capabilities section were perceived as more influential when compared to
the factors within the external industry structure and context group.
Additional ad-hoc analysis was performed to determine if the responses from
nursing program administrators differed from other program administrators. Overall, both
groups rated the factors of competitive advantage similarly. With the exception of the few
factors that had more divergent responses, the results of this study did not display a
nursing-centric perspective. This research provided valuable insights into the factors that
influence the development of a competitive advantage for graduate healthcare distance
education programs. Academic administrators who focus their strategic plan and resource
allocations towards the most influential factors identified in this study are likely to place
their programs in a position to successfully compete in this market. Conversely, academic
administrators who concentrate their strategic plans and resource allocations towards the
development of the factors that were not rated as influential are unlikely to succeed in the
development of a competitive advantage for their programs. The results of the study also
implied that academic administrators should focus their strategic management towards
the factors comprised within the category of internal resources and capabilities since they
were generally perceived as more influential in the development of a competitive
advantage.
The results demonstrated significant alignment with some of the results of
previously published studies (Huang & Lee, 2012; Lynch & Baines, 2004; Meyer et al.,
2009; Osika, 2006; Rovai & Downey, 2010; Varner, 2011) aimed at identifying the
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factors that contribute to the quality, support, performance, strategic management, and
financial sustainability of distance education programs. Additional research would be
necessary to generalize the findings to other academic disciplines or academic levels.
Further research could also attempt to evaluate the relative influence of the sub-parts of
each competitive advantage factor, to adapt the factors for different group of stakeholders
(i.e., faculty, admission counselors, students), to evaluate for specific associations
between the factor ratings and various demographic elements of the academic programs,
or to develop a quantitative score based on discipline-specific and level-specific factors
that could potentially be used by interested stakeholders to rank academic programs on
their levels of competitive advantage.
The results of this study make a strong argument for the need to develop a
centralized administrative structure where student recruitment, accreditation, technology
support, and academic affairs services work closely together to allow distance education
programs to better implement their strategies and achieve their mission and goals. It
encourages academic administrators to develop specific measures and establish
benchmarks for the majority of the factors that influence the development of a
competitive advantage. These measures will allow academic administrators to track the
performance of their programs, compare them with other institutions, and have the data
needed to make effective decisions. The measures may also be of interest to policy
makers and accreditors looking to insure that distance education programs provide
meaningful employment opportunities to their graduates.
The results of this study provide a roadmap for academic programs to better
implement their strategies and achieve their mission and goals. It is with a clear
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understanding of the factors that influence the development of a competitive advantage
that administrators will be able to develop successful graduate healthcare distance
education programs.
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Appendix A
Survey Questions
This survey is part of an academic dissertation and should take less than 10 minutes to
complete. Its purpose is to identify and rate the factors that influence the development of
a competitive advantage for graduate healthcare distance education programs as
perceived by higher education institution administrators.
Competitive advantage is viewed as a value-creating quality developed or acquired by
an academic program. A value-creating quality promotes the development of a leading
position for graduate healthcare distance education programs to achieve a better
performance compared to competing programs.
By completing the survey you give your consent to participate. Participation in this study
is voluntary and you may withdraw your consent at any time by exiting the survey. If at
any time during the survey you decide to stop participating, you may do so. Your
responses are confidential and no identifying information will be reported. Only
aggregated data will be presented in any published documents, including presentations.
If you oversee more than one graduate healthcare distance education program, please
consider the program with the largest student enrollment when you answer the survey
questions.
______________
Q1 In your professional responsibilities, do you oversee a graduate healthcare distance
education program? For the purpose of this research, a graduate healthcare distance
education program is defined as an academic program that leads to a master's or doctorate
degree with the goal of training future clinicians who will be involved in the treatment or
observation of living patients. The coursework must be 80% or more online to qualify as
distance education.
 Yes
 No
Q2 Section 1 of 4 - Demographic Questions
For how long have you been overseeing a graduate healthcare distance education
program at your institution?
 < 1 year
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 1-3 years
 4-6 years
 > 6 years
Q3 How many students are currently enrolled in your graduate healthcare distance
education program?
 < 10
 10-30
 31-60
 61-100
 101-150
 151-200
 >200
Q4 How many faculty members (including part-time faculty) teach in your graduate
healthcare distance education program?
 < 10
 10-20
 21-30
 31-40
 >40
Q5 What is the percentage of part-time faculty members teaching in your graduate
healthcare distance education program?
 < 20%
 20-40%
 41-60%
 61-80%
 81-100%
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Q6 For 2013-2014, what is the tuition per credit hour (based on semesters / trimesters) for
your graduate healthcare distance education program? Please select all applicable
combinations of institution / students.
< 500$

500-700$

701-900$

9011,200$

>1,200$

Public College of
University - In-State
Students (or all students if
single tuition)











Public College or
University - Out-of-State
Students (if different
tuition)











Private College or
University - All Students











Q7 Section 2 of 4 - Internal Resources and Capabilities - Organizational Resources
Please rate the influence of the following elements in the development of a competitive
advantage (value-creating quality) for graduate healthcare distance education programs?
Not at all
influential

Slightly
influential

Somewhat
influential

Very
influential

Extremely
influential

7.1 Strength of the program 
administration
(effectiveness of planning,
implementation, and
coordination of academic
program)









7.2 Strength of the
organization processes and
policies to achieve the
program goals











7.3 Strength of the program 
curriculum
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7.4 Strength of the course
delivery methods











7.5 Strength of the
alliances and partnerships
with external health care
organizations











Q8 Internal Resources and Capabilities - Human Resources
Please rate the influence of the following elements in the development of a competitive
advantage (value-creating quality) for graduate healthcare distance education programs?
Not at all
influential

Slightly
influential

Somewhat
influential

Very
influential

Extremely
influential

8.1 Strength of the faculty
academic credentials











8.2 Strength of the faculty
clinical experience











8.3 Strength of the faculty
teaching experience











8.4 Strength of the faculty
research and scholarly
experience











8.5 Strength of the faculty
development support
system











8.6 Strength of the
tutoring, mentoring and
other academic support
services











8.7 Strength of the
technology support
services
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Q9 Internal Resources and Capabilities - Financial Resources
Please rate the influence of the following elements in the development of a competitive
advantage (value-creating quality) for graduate healthcare distance education programs?
Not at all
influential

Slightly
influential

Somewhat
influential

Very
influential

Extremely
influential

9.1 Strength of the

institution’s financial status









9.2 Strength of the program 
financial management









9.3 Strength of non-tuition- 
based revenue (research
funding or other external
financial resources)









Q10 Internal Resources and Capabilities - Physical Capital Resources
Please rate the influence of the following elements in the development of a competitive
advantage (value-creating quality) for graduate healthcare distance education programs?

10.1 Strength of the
distance education learning
environment structure
(instruction technology)

Not at all
influential

Slightly
influential

Somewhat
influential

Very
influential

Extremely
influential











Q11 Internal Resources and Capabilities - Marketing Capabilities
Please rate the influence of the following elements in the development of a competitive
advantage (value-creating quality) for graduate healthcare distance education programs?

11.1 Strength of the
institution website

Not at all
influential

Slightly
influential

Somewhat
influential

Very
influential

Extremely
influential
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(accessibility of
information, visual appeal)
11.2 Strength of the
marketing practices











11.3 Strength of the
institution / program
ranking on published lists











11.4 Strength of the
institution brand identity











11.5 Strength of the
institution / program
reputation











11.6 Strength of the past
performance on
professional certification
examinations











11.7 Strength of job
placement rates











11.8 Strength of student
satisfaction measures











11.9 Strength of student
retention and graduation
rates











Q12 Internal Resources and Capabilities - Research and Development Capabilities
Please rate the influence of the following elements in the development of a competitive
advantage (value-creating quality) for graduate healthcare distance education programs?

12.1 Strength of the
program quality
assessment

Not at all
influential

Slightly
influential

Somewhat
influential

Very
influential

Extremely
influential
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12.2 Strength of the
program research activities











Q13 Section 3 of 4 - External Industry Structure and Context
Please rate the influence of the following elements in the development of a competitive
advantage (value-creating structure or context) for graduate healthcare distance education
programs?
Not at all
influential

Slightly
influential

Somewhat
influential

Very
influential

Extremely
influential

13.1 Other academic

institutions have significant
barriers to implement new
competing academic
programs









13.2 Academic institutions
have a high level of control
over the direct and indirect
costs associated with the
program delivery and
support











13.3 Payers (students,
parents, financial aid
providers) have a low level
of control to negotiate
reduced tuition











13.4 Low risk for the
development of an
academic substitute for
your program (e.g.,
MOOCS)











13.5 Small number of
competing programs
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13.6 Lower tuition
compared to competing
programs











13.7 Higher admission
requirements compared to
competing programs











13.8 High level of
specialization of the
program











13.9 Shorter duration of the 
curriculum compared to
competing programs









13.10 High market demand
for the program











Q14 Section 4 of 4 - Additional Factors
Please list and rate the influence of any additional factors that you think would influence
the development of a competitive advantage (value-creating quality) for graduate
healthcare distance education programs.
Not at all
influential

Slightly
influential

Somewhat
influential

Very
influential

Extremely
influential

Type first factor here











Type second factor here











Type third factor here











Type fourth factor here











Type fifth factor here











Q15 Are you interested in receiving a summary of the results of this research? Only
aggregate data will be presented.
 Yes. If so, please enter your email address. ____________________
 No
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Appendix B
Announcement of Survey to the Academic Committees of Professional Associations
Subject: Dissertation survey on competitive advantage of graduate healthcare distance
education programs
Dear colleague,
I am contacting you because of your leadership position with the ______________
association. I am currently completing my dissertation work at St. John Fisher College in
Rochester, NY. As part of my dissertation, I am surveying a sample of college and
university administrators nationwide to gain insight into what they perceive as factors
that contribute to the development of a competitive advantage for graduate healthcare
distance education programs.
I would greatly appreciate it if you could please share this email with the academic
administrators who oversee graduate distance education programs in the field of
_______________________.
Their participation in this survey may earn them one of three 50$ VISA gift cards,
offered in a drawing to three participants at the completion of the research.
On _______________, I will be sending an email communication to a sample of
academic administrators who oversee graduate healthcare distance education programs.
The name and contact information of the participants was obtained from a search on their
institution’s website. The email will contain a web link to a short online survey to gather
their thoughts and opinions about this subject. Their participation is vitally important to
the success of this research. I greatly value their perspective on this important topic and
want to sincerely thank them in advance for participating.
Thank you,

Jean-Nicolas Poirier, DC
Candidate in the Ed.D. program in Executive Leadership at St. John Fisher College
Dean of Academic Programs and Services
New York Chiropractic College
2360 State Route 89,
Seneca Falls, NY, 13148
Phone: 315-568-3197
Fax: 315-568-3426
Email: npoirier@nycc.edu
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Appendix C
Announcement of Upcoming Survey to the Sample of Participants
Subject: Coming this week - Dissertation survey on competitive advantage of graduate
healthcare distance education programs
Dear Colleagues,
I am currently completing my dissertation work at St. John Fisher College in Rochester,
NY. As part of my dissertation, I am surveying a sample of college and university
administrators nationwide to gain insight into what they perceive as factors that
contribute to the development of a competitive advantage for graduate healthcare
distance education programs. I would like to invite you to share your perceptions.
In participating in this survey, you may earn one of three 50$ VISA gift cards,
offered in a drawing to three participants at the completion of the research.
On Tuesday November 5, I will be sending you a web link to a short online survey to
gather your thoughts and opinions about this subject. The email will be sent from
Qualtrics.com. Please be on the lookout for this email in case it gets filtered as spam or
junk in your account. Your participation is vitally important to the success of this
research. I greatly value your perspective on this important topic and want to sincerely
thank you in advance for your participation.
Thank you,

Jean-Nicolas Poirier, DC
Candidate in the Ed.D. program in Executive Leadership at St. John Fisher College
Dean of Academic Programs and Services
New York Chiropractic College
2360 State Route 89,
Seneca Falls, NY, 13148
Phone: 315-568-3197
Fax: 315-568-3426
Email: jp01734@sjfc.edu
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Appendix D
Invitation to Participate in the Survey
Subject: Dissertation survey on competitive advantage of graduate healthcare distance
education programs
Dear college and university administrators:
You are invited to participate in a study about the factors that influence the development
of a competitive advantage for graduate healthcare distance education programs. This
study is part of an academic dissertation at St. John Fisher College in Rochester, NY. It
should take less than 10 minutes to complete. Its purpose is to identify and rate the
factors that influence the development of a competitive advantage for graduate healthcare
distance education programs as perceived by higher education institution administrators.
This study has been approved by the St. John Fisher College Institutional Review Board.
In participating in this survey, you may earn one of three 50$ VISA gift cards,
offered in a drawing to three participants at the completion of the research.
Your institution was selected from a search for graduate healthcare distance education
programs using the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) public
database. Your contact information was obtained from a search on your institution’s
website.
By completing the survey, you give your consent to participate. Participation in this study
is voluntary and you may withdraw your consent at any time by exiting the survey. If at
any time during the survey you decide to stop participating, you may do so. Your
responses are confidential and no identifying information will be reported. Only
aggregated data will be presented in any published documents, including presentations. If
you have any questions on your participation, you are encouraged to contact me via
telephone (315) 568-3197, or email: jp01734@sjfc.edu.
Follow this link to the Survey:
(link to survey)
Or copy and paste the URL below into your Internet browser:
(URL to survey)
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Appendix E
Reminder to Participate in the Survey
Subject: Friendly reminder - Dissertation survey on competitive advantage of graduate
healthcare distance education programs
Dear college and university administrators:
On Tuesday November 5, you received an invitation to participate in a study about the
factors that influence the development of a competitive advantage for graduate healthcare
distance education programs. This study is part of an academic dissertation at St. John
Fisher College in Rochester, NY. It should take less than 10 minutes to complete. Its
purpose is to identify and rate the factors that influence the development of a competitive
advantage for graduate healthcare distance education programs as perceived by higher
education institution administrators.
This study has been approved by the St. John Fisher College Institutional Review Board.
In participating in this survey, you may earn one of three 50$ VISA gift cards,
offered in a drawing to three participants at the completion of the research.
Your institution was selected from a search for graduate healthcare distance education
programs using the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) public
database. Your contact information was obtained from a search on your institution’s
website.
By completing the survey you give your consent to participate. Participation in this study
is voluntary and you may withdraw your consent at any time by exiting the survey. If at
any time during the survey you decide to stop participating, you may do so. Your
responses are confidential and no identifying information will be reported. Only
aggregated data will be presented in any published documents, including presentations. If
you have any questions on your participation, you are encouraged to contact me via
telephone (315) 568-3197, or email: jp01734@sjfc.edu.
Follow this link to the Survey:
(link to survey)
Or copy and paste the URL below into your Internet browser:
(URL to survey)
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Appendix F
Additional Factors Proposed by Respondents
Analysis of Additional Factors Proposed by Respondents
Proposed Factors

SR

EF(s)

Category

New factors not considered in survey
New degree

5

EISC-RAC

Strength of academic partnerships with other
institutions
Strength of the admission process (X2)

5

IRC-OR

4,4

IRC-OR,
IRC-HR
IRC-HR

Classes taught by full-time faculty members
(X2)

4,5

Factors already considered in survey
Accessibility, support, engagement of faculty
(X8)
Accessibility, support, engagement of staff,
administration (X3)
Student sense of community within courses
Competency-based
Professional demand (X2)

4,4,5,
5,5,5,
5,5
5,5,5
4
5
5,5

Independent Study opportunity with faculty
support
Residency requirement (if any at all)

4

Qualification for state/national certification
(X2)
Niche marketing

5,5

5

IRC-HR,
IRC-OR

Program administration

IRC-OR

Course delivery methods and
academic support services
Program curriculum

IRC-OR,
IRC-HR
IRC-OR

High market demand

EISC-EIC

Program curriculum and academic
support services
Program curriculum

IRC-OR,
IRC-HR
IRC-OR

Program curriculum

IRC-OR
EISC-RAC,
IRC-MC
IRC-MC,
IRC-OR
IRC-OR

National association participation

4

Hybrid vs total online

5

High level of specialization and
marketing practices
Marketing practices, organization
processes and policies
Program curriculum

Demand in area

5

High market demand

EISC-EIC

Availability, strength of clinical sites (X3)

5

Academic support services, course
delivery methods

4,5,5

Alliances and Partnerships

IRC-OR

Personalizing professional development

4

Academic support services

IRC-HR

Meeting local practice needs

4

University mission

5

Require writing samples as part of the
admission packet
Request example of applicant's research
capabilities
Reputation of other programs in the institution

5

High market demand, job placement
rates
Program administration and
institution / program reputation
Higher admission requirements

EISC-EIC,
IRC-MC
IRC-OR,
IRC-MC
EISC-RAC

5

Higher admission requirements

EISC-RAC

4

Institution / program reputation

IRC-MC

Student convenience

5

Program curriculum, course delivery
methods, Academic support services

IRC-OR,
IRC-HR
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University buy-in

4

IRC-OR

5

Program administration ,
organization processes and policies
Alliances and Partnerships

Able to negotiate regulatory agencies for
clinical
Excellent advising

5

Academic support services

IRC-HR

Excellent Library Databases

4

Academic support services

IRC-HR

Reputation of Faculty & Curriculum Value

5

IRC-MC,
IRC-HR

Ease of online access

3

Identified leader institution in the state in health
professions programs (mission of university)
Number of campus visits

3
4

Institution / program reputation and
faculty teaching experience and
faculty clinical experience
Institution website, learning
environment
Marketing practices, institution /
program ranking on published lists
Program curriculum

Delivery of the course contents

4

Course delivery methods

IRC-OR

Word of mouth

4

Marketing practices

IRC-MC

Small classes

5

IRC-OR

Alum referrals

5

Course delivery methods, Program
administration, organization
processes and policies
Marketing practices

Marketing

5

Marketing practices

IRC-MC

Federal Regulations for Payment of Clinicians

5

High market demand

EISC-EIC

Hospital Bylaws allowing graduates to practice

5

Alliances and Partnerships

IRC-OR

Award credits for a dietetic internship

5

IRC-OR

Students design their own curriculum

4

Program curriculum and organization
processes and policies
Program curriculum

Curriculum and program design incorporates
current adult learning research
Institutional support

5

IRC-OR

Student Services available

3

Geographic isolation

5

Program curriculum and course
delivery method
Program administration, organization
processes and policies
Academic support services,
technology support services
High barriers to implement
competing program
High market demand
Lower tuition and program
curriculum

EISC-RAC,
IRC-OR

Strength of State/National licensure
Environment (X3)
Lower number of total credits for academic
program (X2)

5

5,5,5
5.5

IRC-OR

IRC-MC,
IRC-PCR
IRC-MC
IRC-OR

IRC-MC

IRC-OR

IRC-OR
IRC-HR
EISC-TNE
EISC-EIC

Non-specific or unknown factors
Career changes

4

No relocation

5

Financial Aid for Certificate Seeking

4

Advancement of the profession

5

Flexibility

4

Individual accreditation potential

4

Note. SR = Suggested Rating; EF(s) = Established Factor(s); IRC = internal resources and capabilities;
EISC = external industry structure and context; OR = organizational resources; HR = human resources;
PCR = physical capital resources; MC = marketing capabilities; EIC = environment and industry context;
RAC = rivalry among competitors; TNE = threat of new entrants.
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